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    This novel isn’t exactly like my others, but yet, just like them. Cassius and Beau’s love story is kind of tame compared to other books I’ve written, but there are still trigger warnings because, let’s face it, I have issues and I take it out on my characters. It’s my passive-aggressive way of self-therapy. 
 
      
 
    First, there’s Beau’s PTSD. It has driven him to become an alcoholic with intrusive thoughts of self-loathing and deep-rooted insecurities that eventually lead him to snap and attempt to take his own life. 
 
      
 
    Then there is the matter of their sex life. Although it is all consensual and there’s no forms of cruelty or BDSM, or anything along that matter, Cassius has a slight performance problem. He can initiate, he just can’t finish, if you get my drift. As a result, things get a little weird, and “water sports” are introduced. That is his way of “climaxing.” 
 
      
 
    Another issue you might need to be aware of, is there is quite a bit of homophobia throughout the plot. Mostly from one character, but there’s traces here and there from a couple others. This is a form of fiction, and I in no way condone the behavior. Obviously, or I wouldn’t continually write books with gay or bisexual men.  
 
      
 
    As per usual with my style, there’s plenty of other “oh, my,” situations, but, in my opinion, nothing worthy of being warned about. If you’re interested in watching two men fall in love, and you don’t think a man who cries is weak, read on. Let’s try to make it a norm that it’s okay for a masculine man to be emotional. I’m kind of sick of seeing people hate on that. 
 
      
 
    Have fun, and enjoy. 
 
      
 
    PS 
 
    Don’t get used to this “softer” side. This will not be a norm, I promise.  
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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Cassius Straith 
 
    “Oh my god, would you move?” 
 
    Robert viciously nudged me aside, causing me to stumble over the coffee table. Throwing my hands out, I toppled to the sofa, grabbing the arm before I completely lost my balance. Infuriated, I sneered at my stepfather as I righted myself. Shaking my head to knock my hair from my face, I tucked the locks behind my ears, shooting daggers to the bastard’s back.  
 
    Mom clucked her teeth with a leer his way, as well. Coming toward me, she cupped my cheek, bowed her chin, and gazed at me through her lashes. “You okay, Cassius?” 
 
    Clearing my throat, I straightened my stance and smoothed my shirt, finally looking away from him. “Yeah, fine.” 
 
    “He’s just nervous, baby. Don’t pay him any attention.” 
 
    Nervous, my ass. Then he was that way every single day, because this behavior was not uncommon. Why was she so blind to him? Why could she not see how much of a jerk he was? Fourteen years, and she still had no clue what a first class dick her husband was.  
 
    “Yeah, sure.” 
 
    Her thin lips spread into a smile, her tiny nose crinkling. “This is an exciting night,” she squeaked, clasping her hands together. “We’ve been waiting for this for so long.” 
 
    Anxiety tightened my gut, my pulse thumping at my ears. Yes, so very exciting. After four years of only having to worry about Robert’s bullshit, now I had to deal with his son’s again, as well. Beau was coming home. That meant the torment would be doubled, just like it was before he joined the Marines. 
 
    I skimmed my mother’s appearance and jutted my chin to get her attention. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “You just…Here.” I held her chin and used the corner of my pinky to wipe at her smeared lipstick. “There, got it.” 
 
    Once more wrinkling her nose, she patted my cheeks. “Thank you, baby.” 
 
    Robert rolled his eyes and shook his head. “Of course, sissy boy to the rescue, as always—” 
 
    “Robert!” she snapped, her attention jerking around with a scowl. “That is enough.” 
 
    “I’m not gay,” I shouted for the millionth time since I was fifteen. 
 
    He snorted, his arms crossing his chest as he peered out the window to the front yard. “Whatever, Cassius. I got eyes. That long, hippy hair and them fancy clothes.” 
 
    Shrugging my arms out, my laugh was almost maniacal. “Jeans and tee shirts.” 
 
    “This ain’t about the jeans and tee shirts,” he barked with a snarl in my direction. “I see what you wear out to that bar every weekend. The button up shirt, tight pants, and jewelry. Makeup,” he snarled, his features twisted with disgust.  
 
    I rolled my eyes, a piece of me pitying the man for having such a small mind. It was hard to believe people like Robert Matcher still existed in 2014. 
 
    “Look at you, not a muscle on your body. You’re weak.” 
 
    “That is enough!” Mom shouted, slicing her hands through the air. Returning her focus to me, she was fidgeting with my hair. “I think you’re very handsome, and if you like boys, then that’s just fine with me.” 
 
    “I’m not gay!” I hollered, getting exasperated. “I had a girlfriend.” 
 
    “Yeah, for two months, before she dumped you for the quarterback.” He turned away from the window and pointed, his thick brows furrowed. “Even if you ain’t queer, you’re still weak, and that’s why she left you. She left you for a real man.” 
 
    “Oh my god, we were in high school. No relationships last from high school.” 
 
    He bristled, his nostrils flaring. “I was with my high school sweetheart for seventeen years before the cancer took her.” 
 
    I glimpsed at my mother, cringing inside at her expression. She was shrinking, bowing her head. An arm across her stomach, her elbow propped on top, she tucked at her gold chain, her throat constricting. 
 
    “You’re a goddamn pansy, Cassius. No woman will ever want you because you’re weak.” His fingers wiggled in the air, his shoulders drawn with a disgusted scowl. “Sitting in the garage all night with your paints and your clays and god knows what else you do out there. It ain’t right.” 
 
    “You are so uncultured.” 
 
    His spine snapping straight, his eyelids rounded, a muscle in his jaw twitching. “You watch what you say to me, faggot. You’re nineteen now, you don’t have to be in my home no more.” 
 
    “All right, I’ve had it!” she shrieked, stamping her foot. “You will not threaten my son, Robert. I’ll not have that.” 
 
    “He needs to get a fucking job, be a man, earn some money.” 
 
    “He’s going to college—” 
 
    He flipped his wrists, directing his attention to the window once more. “College-shmollege. He needs to be more like Beau. Put on some boots and fight for this country. Be a man!” 
 
    Folding my arms, I leaned to one leg and rolled my eyes. And be just as much a racist, egotistical, narcissistic bigot, just like his father. No, thank you. 
 
    Headlights lit up the yard and flashed through the drawn curtains. Robert beamed, Mom smiled, and I groaned. Why did he have to come home? I thought he said he was going to make a career out of the military. Why did he not re-enlist? 
 
    I wove through the furniture in the cramped living room and went to the niche on the other side of the fireplace, in the far corner. Crossing my arms, my shoulder rested to the leaded glass window with the curved top. Was I trying to hide from Beau? Hell yes. The man had made my life hell from the time he and his father moved in when I was five. Instead of a hug or even a handshake when he left for boot camp, he’d given me a punch that left a bruise on my back for nearly a week. Life was about to turn into a living hell now that he was home. 
 
    The taxi drove away from the curb and the front door creaked open. My stomach sank, my nerves at a high level of distress. 
 
    “He-Hey! My boy!” Robert shouted, jogging forward to throw his arms around him.  
 
    Curious, I peeked over the flat mantle, raking my sight along my stepbrother. He seemed taller, appearing over six feet now. He was thicker, too, which meant the punches would hurt more. His dark brown hair was spiked on top, but not buzzed like I thought it’d be. Wearing a plain white tee shirt and black jeans with a chain dangling at his side, he didn’t look anything like what I expected.  
 
    Robert grunted, squeezing his arms around him and patting him on the back several times. “Good to have you home, son.” 
 
    A small smile curled his thick lips but didn’t reach his green eyes. Returning the hug, he kind of seemed to be staring down the hallway instead of paying his father attention. 
 
    “Come in, come in.” 
 
    Breaking his hold, Robert took his duffle bag and shut the door. My mom squealed and ran to embrace him.  
 
    “Oh, it’s so good to see you, sweetie. Unh, welcome home,” she sighed, gripping him tightly. 
 
    His hand fell to her waist with a gentle pat. “Thanks, Mom.” 
 
    Pulling away, she cupped both his cheeks, a glow about her complexion with enthusiasm. “You hungry? I cooked your favorite dinner and dessert. It should be almost ready.” 
 
    His head bobbed up and down while he pulled at his nape. Opening his mouth to say something, he finally noticed me and paused.  
 
    My heart lurched, my breath caught in my throat. Scooting even further into the corner, I shoved my hands in my pockets to hide the tremble. Beau scared me, always had. Too many black eyes and bloodied noses over the years warned me to be wary.  
 
    His sight raked over me, a brow lifting. “Well, you certainly don’t look the same. What the hell happened to you?” 
 
    Embarrassed, I turned my profile to them to stare outside. My skin crawling, I prayed for an earthquake that would split the ground open and swallow me whole.  
 
    “Eh, don’t pay any attention to the pansy.” 
 
    Beau snorted and scratched the back of his head, his smile more genuine. “A pansy?” 
 
    “Yeah. Fucking queer boy. Just ignore him.” 
 
    “Stop it, Robert,” Mom wheezed with a sympathetic glance my way. 
 
    Crossing and uncrossing my arms several times, I tried to gulp my emotions out my throat. My head tilting, I blinked at the ceiling, hating my life. 
 
    “Oh, god, let’s leave him alone before he cries like a little girl. Come on.” 
 
    Robert gripped his elbow and ushered him down the hallway to the kitchen. Beau craned his neck to smirk at me arrogantly before disappearing through the archway. 
 
    I heaved a sigh and deflated. Gripping the edge of the mantel, I rested my forehead to my knuckles and closed my eyelids.  
 
    “Come on, baby,” Mom whispered, holding her hand out. “Let’s eat. Everything will be okay, I promise.” 
 
    Clucking my teeth, I shoved away and stomped toward her, letting her rub the back of my shoulder. Nothing would be okay until I got the hell out of this house. I had to find a way to make money and go to college, somewhere out of Alabama, not local, far, far away from Robert and Beau Matcher. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Cassius Straith 
 
    Not for the first time, I was grateful the original garage door had been removed and replaced with a wide set of glass ones. Seeing as how I was usually sneaking out there early in the morning, the metal one had always been too loud, disturbing my precious stepfather’s sleep. That usually got me rewarded with a smack at the back of my head, a slew of volatile, derogatory remarks, or a jab on my shoulder or bicep that left a bruise for days.  
 
    Swiping the back of my arm across my forehead, I closed the door behind me and trotted across the yard with bare feet. I still had a couple more hours before I was finished in the studio today, but the heat was suffocating. All my money right now was being saved for college, but I was seriously considering splurging a bit to get an air conditioner put in there. These summers were torturous. 
 
    Lifting a brow, I snorted softly. Hopefully, this would be my last summer here. No, I would hold off. No sense in wasting a couple hundred dollars just to use it for a few weeks. If my plans panned out, come next spring, I was out of Alabama for good.  
 
    Right as I was about to climb the steps to the side door, I caught sight of the mail truck pulling into the driveway. Smiling, I jogged around the side of the house through the empty carport, jutting my chin. 
 
    “Hey, Cass,” he called, hopping out the driver’s seat. “What’s up?” 
 
    “Not much. How are you?” 
 
    “Same old same old,” he griped, tapping away on the electronic device in his palm. “Here ya go. You know the drill.” 
 
    I took the pen and scribbled my name. Giving it back, he leaned into the vehicle, grabbed a package, and handed it to me. 
 
    “More paints?” 
 
    “Yup,” I sighed, checking the return address. “I guess I’ll see you tomorrow because I have another box of parchment coming.” 
 
    He waved, got behind the wheel, and slid the door closed. “See ya!” he shouted, backed down the drive, and puttered to the neighbor’s mailbox. 
 
    I hurried to the front door and let myself in. Picking at the corner of the package, I was trying to peel away the tape to open it when Beau appeared out of nowhere, scaring the shit out of me. 
 
    “Jesus,” I hissed, slamming my back into the door to make it slam. My heart pounding, I briefly closed my eyelids and took a breath. 
 
    He snickered and folded his arms. “Jumpy, huh? What’s that?” 
 
    “None of your business.” 
 
    I tried to brush past him, but he grabbed my shoulder and yanked. My stomach bottomed out, my muscles instantly tensing for the punch.  
 
    “What you got?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “I want to see.” 
 
    He grabbed at it, but I flung my arm out, trying to evade him. Irritation hardening his features, he lunged forward, swiped his leg behind my ankle, and knocked me off my feet. I hit the hardwood floor with a dull thud, the wind knocking from my lungs. My package slid across the hallway, underneath the dining room table. Before I could get my bearings, he was dropping on top of me, pinning me down.  
 
    Yup, this was what I remembered. This was my stepbrother. How wonderful. Oh, how I so very much missed this bullshit.  
 
    Sitting on my lower stomach, the heels of his palms pressed into my collar, he smirked, the corner of his mouth curling. “Same old Cassius.” 
 
    I grabbed his waist and bucked upward, knocking him forward. His expression fell, his palms slapping to the floor on either side of my head. His face hovering above mine by a mere inch, he began panting, his mouth slightly open. His head tilted, his sight darting around my face with astonishment.  
 
    With his distraction, I wrapped my arm around his bicep, fisted the waist of his jeans at his back, and flipped us, so I was on top. Holding his arm at my side, that foot stomped to the floor and lifted me to the opposite knee, so I loomed above him. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” he mumbled, practically panting. A thin layer of perspiration sheening his face, he clutched the side of my sweatpants, examining every inch of my face.  
 
    My brows furrowed and I completely froze, my heart racing. What the hell was that look? It wasn’t fear, it wasn’t shock…His pupils enlarged, the light green irises clouding. His fist tightened even more, the arm I had locked at my side curling, so his palm was on my back.  
 
    My eyelids thinned, warning bells ringing loudly. What the hell was this? Was he just that shocked that I fought back for once? I didn’t understand this reaction and it was making me jittery.  
 
    He gulped, his Adam’s apple bobbing. The hold on my pants tugged, pulling me further down his torso. When I felt the hard bulge at my ass, my pulse seized, ice water flushing my veins. Horrified, I forcefully shoved my weight into the shoulder of the arm I had pinned and sat up. I looked behind me, saw the bulge in his jeans, and then snatched my dumbfounded gaze back to his. 
 
    Silent, save for his labored breaths, his head rolled to give me a sideways stare, his fist uncurling so he could hold my hip. Ever so slightly, he lifted off the floor to rub his dick against my ass. 
 
    “What the…” 
 
    Slipping into a mild state of shock, my brain refused to work. I sat there, on my knees, on top of my stepbrother, who was grinding his hardon into me.  
 
    What the fuck was going on? This was not happening.  
 
    Bit by bit, his stare never wavering, his hand crept over my thigh. More than aware he was about to touch me, my lungs collapsed, my jaw falling to my chest. What the actual hell was happening? 
 
    A car door slammed outside, and I choked on a sudden inhale. Jerking my attention to the front door then the window past the dining room table to the carport, I could make out movement through the curtains. 
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
    I hopped off and scooted backward, watching him warily. He slowly rose to his elbows, his nostrils flaring. I scrambled to my hands and knees, crawled to the table, and snatched the box before bounding to my feet.  
 
    Beau slowly stood, as well, his expression stoic.  
 
    Both of us breathing quickly, my mouth was gaping with astonishment as the front door swung open and my mother strolled inside. Seeing us, her features lit up, a brilliant smile spreading across her lips. 
 
    “My babies! Oh, it is so good to see you both here.” 
 
    She went to him and kissed his cheek before doing the same with me. Not once, did either of us look away from the other.  
 
    “I know I’m supposed to be at work, but I couldn’t stay away. I just wanted to be home with my boys. Are y’all hungry? How about I cook us up something good to eat. Then we can sit and chat and catch up on the last few years.” 
 
    “Sure, Mom,” he mumbled, tugging his shirt over the front of his jeans.  
 
    “Mm hm.” 
 
    She patted my cheek, pinched it, winked, and strolled down the hallway to the kitchen, humming.  
 
    He took a hesitant step forward. “Cassius—” 
 
    I snarled, spun on my toes, and stomped down the hallway to my bedroom, slamming and shutting the door. Just in case, I locked it before plopping on my bed. Did he think he was funny? He and his father always got such a kick at my expense. Now that Robert was telling everyone I was gay, Beau decided to change his torture tactics.  
 
    I was so sick of this. I hated him, I hated his father, and I hated there was nothing I could do about anything. Until I managed to save up about fifteen thousand dollars, I was stuck here. In this nightmare.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Cassius Straith 
 
    Our home was a Tudor from 1932. Originally a one story with three bedrooms and two bathrooms on the main floor, in the fifties, someone had turned one of the secondary rooms into a sitting room, opened the stairs to the attic, and converted it to the master suite. It was an awkward and somewhat sketchy construction, but having Robert on a different level was comforting. 
 
    Until now. Beau was back and there was no peace. All through dinner, Robert had made one jab after another to which his precious son laughed each and every time. While I continued to shrink further into myself, praying for a speedy meal, neither seemed to care I was writhing with humiliation.  
 
    But what was new? Had I really expected him to mature while he was gone? He was just like his father, there was no changing DNA.  
 
    Standing over the toilet, my palm pressed to the wall above, I held my dick to piss, trying my hardest not to open my eyes all the way. Thankfully, my father was the one who purchased this home in the nineties, before the reign of Matchers, therefore I had the original master bedroom with my private bath. Once Robert came around, he had tried to force me out, saying Beau was older, therefore more entitled. That was one of the few times my mom put her foot down, refusing to let them kick me out.  
 
    What the hell did she see in him? I mean, I guess, once upon a time, he could have been deemed attractive. Maybe without his receding hairline and that pathetic combover that consisted of about five strands of gray, or his jowls sagging like a floppy double chin, perhaps…As he looked now, I didn’t see the appeal. At fifty years old, he hadn’t exactly aged well, for he looked closer to seventy. Then again, when I looked at him, I saw my oppressor, so naturally he would be hideous.  
 
    Why did my mother even give that man a second look? Ten years younger than him, and so very beautiful, she could have had her choice of men. I sometimes thought maybe it was loneliness that drew her to him. She hadn’t dated anyone since my father died when I was barely a year old, so when Robert popped up when I was five, she was kind of desperate to have a father figure.  
 
    So much for that. He made it abundantly clear, every day, I was not his son. She may see Beau as hers, but her husband did not share in her sentiments. Daily, I was reminded what a waste of space I was where he was concerned.  
 
    Shaking my dick, I tucked it back into my sweats, closed the lid, and flushed. Shimmying to the side, I quickly washed my hands, shut off the light, and then wiped them on my pants to dry. I yawned while strolling out the bathroom to my door. The heel of my palm digging into my eye, I exited my room. So eager to get dinner over with earlier, I’d barely eaten and was starving.  
 
    I paused in the narrow hallway. Holding my breath, I leaned toward the door directly across from mine, trying to listen. Was he awake? What was he doing in there?  
 
    Hearing nothing but silence, I exhaled, letting my muscles relax. Shuffling for the kitchen, I stretched my arm around the shelves built over the washer and dryer, but stopped before flicking on the lights. My eyelids narrowing, I tilted my head and crept closer to the door that led to the side porch and carport.  
 
    Midway across the room, my feet skidded to a halt and my stomach bottomed out, realizing a little too late it was Beau. He’d spotted me.  
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    He flicked the cigarette over the railing and came inside, grinning arrogantly. “Well, well, well, if it ain’t my little brother, Cassius.”  
 
    “Step…brother,” I growled, spinning around to yank open the fridge.  
 
    Snorting, he flipped on the lights and closed the door. “Do I detect a hint of bitterness?” 
 
    “No, not at all.” 
 
    I grabbed a root beer and slammed it closed.  
 
    His arms crossed, he was leaning on the counter by the sink. One leg bent and bounced, his head tilted so he was peering down his nose. “So, what have you been up to all these years? I’m a little disappointed I didn’t get one single letter from you while I was gone. No emails, nothing.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re absolutely devastated, I’m sure.” I cracked open the can and took a swig, refusing to make eye contact.  
 
    “You know, those are really bad for you.” 
 
    Scoffing, I shook my head incredulously. “Your concern for my health is touching, really, but don’t patronize me.” 
 
    “Patronize you? What do you mean?” 
 
    “Patronize. Meaning to hide a sense of superiority under a ruse of compassion.” 
 
    His expression fell, his leg ceasing. His nostrils flaring, a haze fell over his green eyes, his lashes lowering. Shit, I was about to get decked.  
 
    “I know what the fuck it means, asshole. I’m not stupid.” 
 
    A chuckle caught the back of my throat.  
 
    Anger hardened his features, his lips drawing thinner than usual. “What I meant was, why do you think I’m patronizing you?” 
 
    “Because I’m not stupid, either, Beau. I know you don’t give a shit about me. Hell, maybe I should start smoking, too. Smoke a pack a day, drink a carton of sodas, and shoot up some meth. Maybe it’ll hurry up and kill me, so I won’t be such a burden to you or your father.” 
 
    His brows lifted, the color draining from his complexion. “What the hell, Cassius?” 
 
    Cursing, I rolled my eyes and stormed out of the kitchen. Hearing his heavier footsteps chasing, my heart skipped a beat. Instinctively, I cowered in the corner, raising my arms to shield my head, the can hovering over my shoulder. 
 
    His bare feet squeaked on the hardwood floor and then there was silence. No verbal abuse, no punches, nothing.  
 
    “What the hell is your problem?” he asked instead. 
 
    Bit by bit, I craned my neck to peek over my shoulder, allowing my muscles to slowly unwind. Panting slightly, I turned around and pressed my back to the wall, trying not to show just how afraid I truly was.  
 
    “What’s wrong? No rough housing? No thwacks for good measure, as you liked to say?” 
 
    His head lifted to stare at the ceiling, then rolled around to peer into the guest bathroom. Coughing, he folded his arms and grumbled, “No.” 
 
    The fear ebbing, a tinge of bravery eked forward. Scoffing, I pivoted to finish walking to my room. “Don’t let your father find out. He’ll think you’re going soft and turning into a fag.” 
 
    “Hey,” he barked, his voice ricocheting off the narrow space. 
 
    I cringed, bracing myself for a blow, after all. My steps only faltering a little, in my eyes, at least, I gulped my heart from my throat and continued to my room as if he’d not said anything. I shut the door, paused, and then locked it, just in case.  
 
    Throwing myself to my bed tucked in the corner, I propped an arm behind my neck on the headboard. A leg bent and swaying, the soda rested on my stomach as I stared out the window to the backyard. This house was not safe anymore, I had to get out. Somehow, I had to find a way to get the hell out of Montgomery.  
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Cassius Straith 
 
    The heat was almost unbearable today, so I had all the windows and the door to the garage open. Music blasting from the radio hanging on a hook by the entrance, my concentration was centered on my current work in progress. My weight to one foot, the other was perched on top so my heel was resting against my shin. An arm across my bare chest, my palette dangled at my side, my brows furrowed low with thought.  
 
    It was missing something, but I couldn’t figure out what. Visually tracing the lines and swirls of colors, my frustration was building. Ever since I found out Beau was coming home, I’d been blocked. My muse was buried beneath stress, and I couldn’t seem to break it free.  
 
    “So, this is where you’ve been hiding out.” 
 
    Startled out of my scrutiny, I lost my balance and stumbled to the side, my heartbeat racing. The paintbrush tucked between my fingers, I flattened them on my chest and closed my eyes with a curse.  
 
    Beau snickered, bringing a bottle of beer to his lips. “You really are jumpy.” 
 
    Scowling, my lids cut thin with disapproval. Nothing was sacred anymore. At least Robert didn’t come out here and bother me. For once, I was pissed son wasn’t taking after father.  
 
    I went to the door and stretched to my tiptoes to cut off the radio. Spinning back around, I leered while strutting past to return to the canvas. 
 
    “What are you doing out here?” 
 
    His shoulder rolled as he strolled around the area, looking at things. I had shelves on one wall of my sculptures, another covered with stacks of paintings I had done. Pausing in front of the display of sketches, charcoals, and watercolors, he took another sip, his lips smacking the rim. 
 
    “I heard the music and wanted to see what was going on. Who you listening to?” 
 
    Irritated with his attempt at small talk, I loaded the brush with some dark green and swiggled it on the canvas. “Mosaic Muse.” 
 
    “Never heard of them. They new?” 
 
    Sighing, I tried to block him out, wanting to focus on the painting. “We’re about two years old.” 
 
    His waist twisted quickly, his brows arched high. “Hold up, that’s you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Get the fuck outta here, you’re in a band?” 
 
    My eyes rolling, I swiped the brush through some more green, adding a tint of black to the corner. Pressing the bristles to the canvas, I flicked my wrist to make a curve that had a shadowed affect. “Yes.” 
 
    “No way. What do you do?” 
 
    “Guitar.” 
 
    He snorted, his head bobbing low. “No shit?” 
 
    My shoulders slumped forward as I spun around to glare. With him distracting me, I was never going to find my muse. “What do you want, Beau? Huh? What are you doing out here?” 
 
    The amusement vanished and he slow blinked. “I said I was curious about the music.” 
 
    “Well, now you know. Goodbye.” 
 
    I turned my back to him to ogle the piece. Tapping the end of the stick to my chin, my insides were twisting in ten different directions with all the stress knotting my soul.  
 
    He came to stand directly behind me, looking over my shoulder. I tensed, my breaths ceasing, my heart slowing. Standing straight, I peeked back at him just enough to see his lids narrowed. Having him this close made me realize just how different our physiques were. He was a good four inches taller than my five foot nine statute. His chest was much wider, as well. Christ, his biceps were stretching the cotton of his tee shirt nearly to its maximum.  
 
    Nervousness rising, I began to pant, hundreds of memories bombarding at once. If the pain he inflicted when he was smaller still had me shake in fear, I could only imagine the damage he could do now. No more superficial injuries, he could break my bones now.  
 
    “You do this?” 
 
    Stiffly nodding, I was too afraid to move or even blink, bracing myself for his brutality.  
 
    “Huh.” He took another swig, again slurping his lips and sucking his teeth. The bottle at his side, he tapped his thigh, his expression hardening. 
 
    Oh shit, he was getting ready to strike.  
 
    “I get it.” 
 
    Confused, I dared to crane my neck to see him better. “What?” 
 
    He waved the bottle at it and jutted his chin. “Dread. Hopelessness. Right?” 
 
    My jaw clamped, ice rolling through my veins. Stepping away, I gawked at his profile as he approached the canvas. Clearly agitated, his right knee was bouncing, a fist shoving to his pocket. His eyes moved about as he looked at every inch, his complexion darkening. When he spoke, his voice was husky, gravelly.  
 
    “The…these,” he said, using the bottle to indicate the deeper tones of blacks, greens, and blues. “They’re the bad stuff. They… ahem. They’re circling around the good stuff.” 
 
    The neck pointed to the yellows in the center that were being covered up and muddled into the others.  
 
    “Like sharks circling. The hopelessness is closing in, eating the good stuff like prey.” 
 
    Stunned, I set the palette on my worktable and cautiously crept closer to stare at his profile. Holy shit, I was speechless.  
 
    His Adam’s apple lurching, he cleared his throat, slightly nodding. “Hunted.” 
 
    My mouth dry, I couldn’t seem to close it, my breaths growing shallower. My brain was reeling, unsure how to respond at the moment. Who the hell was this man?  
 
    Removing his fist from his jeans, he stepped closer and dragged his fingers from the top to the bottom, pulling the darker paint across the yellow in four, thick streaks. His voice coarse, he choked, “No hope. Defeat.” 
 
    Full blown panting at this point, I knew I was ogling with astonishment. How the hell did someone like Beau Matcher read my painting so goddamn accurately?  
 
    His chin bowed and he coughed, switching the beer to the other hand to comb his fingers through his hair. Tilting his head, he gazed at me, his sight raking over my form. The corner of his mouth lifted with a small chuckle through his nose. 
 
    “Cute outfit.” 
 
    All the wonderment fizzled, and I groaned, the spell broken. “Don’t start—” 
 
    “What?” he snickered, shrugging his arms out. “I’m just saying, I’ve never seen a dude wear capris before.” 
 
    Tossing the paintbrush to the table, I sat on the edge and crossed my arms. “What do you want, man? Don’t you have anything better to do? What about your friends? Don’t you want to reunite with them, catch up on old times?” 
 
    The smile vanished and his eyelids rounded. Taking a sharp inhale through his nose, he pivoted and strolled to the wall of sketches. “Who’s that?” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Her. The fat, naked chick?” 
 
    Shifting my weight so a leg was bent, it started bouncing anxiously. “She’s not fat.” 
 
    “She’s not skinny.” 
 
    “Now you have a problem with people’s weight?” 
 
    “I’m just asking a question, Cassius,” he snorted with a glance my way. “Dad said you were gay, so it’s a little surprising to see you’ve been drawing pictures of naked chicks. You banging her?” 
 
    “No, I’m not, and I’m not gay.” 
 
    He twisted his waist to once again drag his sight along me. By the time his gaze met mine, he was grinning smugly. “Yeah, okay.” 
 
    “Oh my god, what is it with you two? Why can I not look like this and be straight?” 
 
    Turning all the way around to face me, he peered down his nose, his mouth slightly opened to the side. “How many pussies you tagged?” 
 
    “What?” I chortled, growing very uncomfortable, very quickly. 
 
    “Pussy. Straight guys eat pussy. How many you had?” 
 
    “This is ridiculous—” 
 
    He threw his head back and rumbled with laughter. “That’s what I thought. Man, if you’re gay, own it. We all know, anyway—” 
 
    “Eleven,” I blurted with a snarl. 
 
    He bristled, his expression stoic. A quietness befell the garage for a good thirty seconds before he said, “Eleven?” 
 
    “Yeah, are you happy?” 
 
    “But, you’re only nineteen. Christ, I’m twenty-five, and I’ve not even bagged eleven broads.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And Dad said you’ve only had one girlfriend, for like two months.” 
 
    “Again, and?” 
 
    “So, you’re fucking lying, Cassius.” 
 
    “Why do you think that? I have to be in a committed relationship to have sex? Come on, Beau, I never knew you were so old fashioned.” 
 
    He did a doubletake, holding his arms out. “Whoa, wait. So, you’re not kidding?” 
 
    My arms still crossed, my fingers tapping at my sides, I lifted my brow. “No.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “As if it’s any of your business.” 
 
    He snickered and motioned at the drawing. “They all look like her, because them kinda girls will ride any cock.” 
 
    Defensive, I bounded to my feet, stomped closer, and shoved him aside. Shuffling through the pages tacked to the wall, I found the one I was looking for and yanked. Tearing it away, I held it up and pointed. 
 
    “Look at her and tell me she’s not gorgeous.” 
 
    His chin tucked to his shoulder, surprise etching his features. Taking the parchment, he eyed it closer, then held it up next to the other. “This seriously the same chick?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Nuh uh.” 
 
    I snatched it back, carefully retacking it to the top of the stack it had been under. “Uncultured, just like your father.” 
 
    “Dang, Cassius, she is hot. She really look like that, or did you add your own artistic flair?” 
 
    “I have nothing to prove to you. I look at Renee and I see a beautiful woman.” 
 
    Somewhat flustered, he waved his paint stained fingers at the nude image and snorted. “No, I get it now. If she really looks like that other one, she’s hot. All your pussy look that good?” 
 
    “Oh my god, Beau,” I whined, stamping my foot to the cement floor. “What the hell do you want?” 
 
    He seemed taken aback at my outburst. “I just…What the fuck is your problem? Christ.” 
 
    At my wall, I threw my hands up and growled with exasperation. “Jesus, I can’t deal with this.”  
 
    Shoving past him, I stormed out of the garage and across the yard. I flung the side door open a little too hard, but at the moment, did not care. My footsteps rattling the walls, I went to my room, slamming and locking the door.  
 
    I hated he was home. I hated he kept butting up into my life. Why wouldn’t he just go away for good? The last day I ever saw him would be the best of my life. I hated Beau.  
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Beau Matcher 
 
    One knee bent and swaying, I had an arm folded beneath my head, fingers tapping on my stomach. I stared at the ceiling, my mind overrun with thoughts and emotions. Coming home was the worst decision I’d made in a long time. Perhaps I should have reenlisted.  
 
    Rolling my head to gaze at the picture on the nightstand, my heart sank to the pit of my stomach, the echoing sounds in my ear that would haunt me a lifetime. The smell of the fire, the screams, the burn of the shrapnel tearing into my flesh bombarded me. Images of the Humvee obliterated, nothing but a burning wreckage tortured my brain.  
 
    I gulped my heartache from my throat and returned my sight to the ceiling. Emotions rising, I dug my thumb and fingers into my eyes before pinching the bridge of my nose. This was bullshit. Why did I come here? This was the worst place for me to be. I was not the same person when I left Montgomery. I could pretend all I wanted, but deep inside, I was dying a little with every forced laugh that portrayed someone who died years ago. 
 
    Gazing out the window near the foot of my bed, my brain dredged up the day before, the image of that chick, Renee, circling my thoughts. Once upon a time, I never would have found her attractive. Seeing her through Cassius’s eyes and art, her beauty was undeniable.  
 
    My muscles tightened, my eyelids narrowing. He never answered as to whether or not he slept with her. Out of nowhere, that scenario played out for my mind’s eye. His hands on those voluptuous curves, his lips tasting that creamy flesh. Those thick thighs wrapped around him, his hands too small to cover her large breasts.  
 
    Sweat beading on my forehead, the fingers on my stomach curled to a fist. That whole scene really pissed me off. Seriously… pissed me off.  
 
    Turning so I was gazing at the picture of me and Grant, my frustration only grew. From the moment I met him in boot camp, we had been inseparable. Practically overnight, he had become the best friend I’d ever had. Opening my eyes to so many things I’d been blind to, he chipped away everything negative and helped rebuild someone I could be proud of. He changed me into a person who didn’t fit in with this life. 
 
    “What did you do to me, G?” 
 
    Sighing, I sat up, swung my legs over the edge, and planted my feet to the floor. My elbows on my knees, I buried my fingers in my hair, clenching my eyelids against the memory that taunted night and day.  
 
    Everybody down! Corporal, count your men. Get a goddamn medic over here, now. They’re gone, they’re all gone. 
 
    Needles prickled my nerves, the anguish rising with the guilt. I was supposed to be in that Humvee. I should have died, too.  
 
    “Goddammit,” I hissed, lunging to my feet. Stomping across the room, I swung the door open. I needed a beer.  
 
    Instantly, I took an abrupt step backward, my breath hitching my throat when I nearly collided with Cassius. He froze and, for a tense moment, neither of us moved, breathed, nor blinked.  
 
    Slowly, my sight raked over him, my brows lifting. His hair was parted on the side, falling around his stoic face. His lips drawn tight, he had liner surrounding his eyes, making the light brown irises pop. Wearing a black, button up shirt, it was open to the middle of his chest, a thin, gold chain around his wide neck. Faded black jeans hugged his legs, black boots on his feet. Leather cuffs were around both wrists, the left sporting a gold chain, the right having tiny, metal studs on the band.  
 
    Leisurely lifting my sight upward, I was stunned at his appearance. When I left here, he was short, scrawny, and nerdy with his thick, coke bottle glasses, braces, and short hair that was always slicked to the side. When the hell did little brother start looking like this? 
 
    My breathing quickening, my nails dug into the frame of the door as I made a second sweep. Goddamn, he was beautiful. I’d never thought of a man that way, but Cassius Straith was goddamn beautiful. Though he looked a little feminine, he hid slightly lean muscles under his clothes, giving just enough masculinity to make him firm, yet soft.  
 
    Fucking hell, I was getting hard.  
 
    A brow lifted at my continued silence. “What?” 
 
    My mouth dry, I stiffly shook my head, finally making eye contact. “N-N-Nothing. N-Nothing. I…hm?” 
 
    His lids narrowing, he tipped his head back a little to stare down his nose. “What’s wrong with you? What’s your problem?” 
 
    Gulping the knot from my throat, I tried to shake my head a second time. “Nothing. What? What’s wrong with you?” 
 
    His nose wrinkled, his upper lip curling. “You’re acting weird.” 
 
    I pulled a sharp inhale through my nose and rubbed brusquely at my face. Christ, I needed to get a grip. If I didn’t watch myself, I would give away my secrets and everyone would know why I no longer belonged here. 
 
    “Sorry,” I mumbled, hastily shoving past him. 
 
    He did a doubletake, his jaw falling a bit. “Sorry?” 
 
    I cast a glimpse over my shoulder, stealing another quick sweep. Groaning inwardly, I pulled my nape and hurried to the kitchen. “Where are you going?” 
 
    “None of your goddamn business.” 
 
    Snorting, I flipped on the light in the kitchen and went through the archway. His boots thudded the floor of the hallway while I snatched open the refrigerator and grabbed a beer. Ripping off the top, I spun around just in time to see him hovering in the opening. 
 
    Chugging down a good portion, I yet again checked him out. There was a wide belt low on his hips, a silver buckle over a slight, natural bulge. Holy shit, he must be big.  
 
    I grimaced and coughed on the liquid, patting my chest to help force it down. I might need something a little more than beer. These thoughts didn’t belong in my head. They didn’t fit with who I used to be, who everyone in Alabama expected me to be. He was my goddamn stepbrother, for Christ’s sake!  
 
    He huffed and rolled his eyes. He was my stepbrother and he hated me. Why did he hate me so much? I didn’t understand. Where did all this animosity come from? Had it always been there? It would explain why I never heard from him, one single time, while I was gone.  
 
    “Whatever, man.” He threw his hand up with a half ass wave and disappeared past the arch toward the front door. It squeaked open and closed behind him.  
 
    Craning my neck, I stared past the dining room table to the window, watching his frame shadow through the curtain as he rounded the front of the house for the carport. My waist twisting, I peered out the side door, my breath stuck in my throat. He got into Mom’s car, started the engine, and backed out the drive.  
 
    The lights lit up the kitchen and dining room for a moment before he pulled onto the road. I tossed the bottle to the counter, ran to my room, and stomped my feet into my sneakers. Hurrying to the living room, I snagged my dad’s car keys and stumbled out of the house.  
 
    Where the hell was he going looking like that? Was he going to see Renee? Another one of his eleven chicks? I had to know.  
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Cassius Straith  
 
    “Any closer to college?” 
 
    My ankle propping to a knee under the table, I rested my elbows to the surface and fidgeted with my drink, bouncing the straw up and down. My stomach knotting with dread, I tuned the din of the club out and heaved a long sigh.  
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “I don’t understand, what are you waiting for? Why don’t you just go here?” 
 
    “Because he wants outta Montgomery,” Charlie snorted, waving a hand over what was left of the pizza and wings. “His brother is back—” 
 
    “Step…brother,” I interjected, tipping my head to rub the spot between my eyes. 
 
    “Hey, hey you. I’m talking to you, boy.” 
 
    The man from the next table chimed in yet again, making us all groan with exasperation. Why wouldn’t he just leave? He’d finished eating a while ago and was shit faced. Weren’t they supposed to cut people off when they got this bad? 
 
    “Anyway,” Charlie continued, slouching lower in his seat. “It’s a little stressful at home and he just wants out.” 
 
    Bill fanned his hands out and nodded. “Yeah, I get it, totally understand. However, you’re wasting time, pal. You could be going to the community college down the road and just transfer when you get a chance to get outta town. You could be a sophomore by now, not still waiting to be a freshman.” 
 
    “That is true,” Regina offered. 
 
    “Yeah, I think you need to go ahead and sign up and start while you can.” 
 
    “Hey, pretty boy. I know you hear me.” 
 
    The man was playing with my hair again, making my skin crawl. I smacked him off and scooted my chair closer to the table.  
 
    “Yeah, maybe,” I grumbled. 
 
    For the millionth time, the drunken bastard was touching my hair, curdling my stomach. 
 
    “Hey, would you knock it off?” Charlie shouted, sitting upright and swiping an arm through the air. “Just leave him alone.” 
 
    “This don’t concern you none, son. Hey, boy.” He squeezed my shoulder, so I smacked the back of my hand to his, shrugging out of his hold. “Feisty little thing, huh?” he chuckled. 
 
    “Dude, leave him alone,” Regina barked, slapping her palms to the table. 
 
    “Shut up, bitch.” 
 
    I pushed the chair closer to Billy, leaned to one leg, and crossed my legs to put more distance between us, practically laying against his side.  
 
    “Do they even have any art programs at that school?” she asked when the drunk snickered and returned his focus to his own group of people. 
 
    “I don’t know, never thought to check it out. I was so sure I’d be out of here by now.” 
 
    Billy nudged me with his elbow. “I don’t work Wednesday. How about I come over, pick you up, and we drive out there and see what they have?” 
 
    Frowning, I gave a small nod of defeat. They were right, there was no point in waiting until I was able to go out of state. At this point, I would never further my education. I had been so scared that if I started here, it would be accepting defeat and I would never get out of Montgomery.  
 
    “Not gonna lie, man, I’m kind of bummed you’re gonna leave us one day. The band ain’t gonna make it without you, Cassius.” 
 
    A collective murmur rolled through the three of them in agreement, which stroked my ego. Smiling, I chuckled under my breath. 
 
    “You guys will be just fine. I’m not the only guitarist around here. You’ll have me replaced in no time.” 
 
    The legs of the drunk’s chair scraped the floor and I sighed with relief, thinking he was finally leaving. Unfortunately, all he’d done was turn so he could face me better. Now so close, I could feel his heat, he was rubbing my bicep. 
 
    “You’re a pretty little thing, ain’tcha? How about you come sit on my lap, little boy?” 
 
    Bile creeping up my throat, I shrugged him away, throwing my elbow backward to jab his chest. “Ew, stop.” 
 
    “Come on, man,” Billy yelled, trying to push him off, as well. “Christ, leave him alone.” 
 
    The man laughed, filling my nostrils with the foul scent of booze. Sickened, I leaned closer to my friend, dropping my foot to the floor to hold my balance properly. 
 
    “Come on, boy, come here and show me what them lips can do.” 
 
    A feral growl broke through the music and chatter of the rest of the bar, quickly followed by a blur of dark shapes. Our table was lifted and toppled over, all our dishes and food crashing to the floor. Out of nowhere, Beau was shoving me aside so forcefully, I fell out of my chair across Billy’s lap. Instinctively, he grabbed me to keep me from hitting the floor. 
 
    Beau’s fist twisted around the drunk’s shirt and lurched him off me, his other slamming into the side of his face. 
 
    “He said leave him alone, motherfucker!” 
 
    Regina screamed, all attention now on us. The drunk grunted, his head snapping backward. Another punch, and another, each one sounding nothing like I’d heard on television. It was gross, a low thwack, almost.  
 
    He was incensed, his nostrils flared, his sweaty complexion maroon, and his lips curled around gleaming teeth as he just kept pounding on the man’s face. 
 
    One of his friends scrambled to his feet and threw his arms around Beau, yanking him away. The drunk made an awkward sound and crumbled to the floor. He shrugged out of the guy’s hold, his shoulders rising and falling to his labored breaths. 
 
    “He said leave him alone,” he wheezed with an ominous tone.  
 
    Stunned, I could do nothing but stare with my mouth open. None of my friends could seem to speak. People were rushing over to check on the drunk while I slowly sat up, gawking at Beau’s profile.  
 
    A tall, portly man ran over and gripped the back of his shoulder, slamming him into the wall. “Sir, you are under arrest. I am a police officer.” 
 
    “Oh, shit,” Charlie muttered, relaying what we were all thinking. What else was there to say? 
 
    The air knocked from his lungs when he hit the wall, his cheek was smashed. Grunting, his eyelids closed while he took shallow, quick breaths through his nostrils as the off-duty policeman yanked his arms behind his back to hold his wrists together.  
 
    What the hell just happened? Did Beau Matcher seriously just come to my defense? Since we were kids, he had taken great pleasure in torturing me, now he was rescuing me? What the hell was going on? 
 
    The cop spouting off the Miranda Rights, his lashes slowly lifted to reveal bloodshot, green eyes. He stared at me, his brows furrowed low, but didn’t say anything.  
 
    My heart thudding on my ribs, I was shaking, not sure how to react. My sight slowly raking over him, I gulped past the knot in my throat, eventually returning to his gaze. 
 
    His eyelids rounded, a shadow hazing his irises. Was that a trace of a grin? No, not possible.  
 
    A uniformed police officer showed up, running through the bar to our section to handcuff Beau. Pulling him off the wall, they shoved him forward, leading him to the exit.  
 
    By now, the drunk was sitting in his chair, but barely hanging on to consciousness, his face a bloodied mess. My friends stood, dragging me to my feet. Regina ran to the front to pay our tab, while they gathered our things and I stood there, numb with shock.  
 
    What…the hell…just happened? 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Cassius Straith  
 
    As suspected, Robert was none too pleased about his precious son getting arrested after only being home three days. Naturally, all the blame was placed at my feet.  
 
    “This isn’t his fault, Robert,” Mom cried, twisting a tissue between her hands.  
 
    “If he wasn’t so goddamn weak, none of what happened last night would have happened. It is his fault. Your faggot ass son got mine locked up.” 
 
    “Stop it, Robert!” she shouted, more tears rolling down her gaunt cheeks. “That’s not fair.” 
 
    “Fuck you!” he bellowed, pointing at me. “I swear to god, if these charges stick, I’m taking it out on your fairy ass, twinkle toes.” 
 
    I grimaced, feeling about two inches tall. 
 
    Mom gasped, her complexion blanching. “Robert, that is enough. You will not talk to my son like that.” 
 
    “Fuck your son. He got mine arrested.” 
 
    “It’s not Cassius’s fault—” 
 
    Stepping closer and lowering his voice, his mouth was foaming at the corners, his eyes practically bulging. “Your worthless son got my boy in trouble. My boy is good, he’s important. He made something of himself. Yours is a waste of space, always has been. He never should have been born.” 
 
    An invisible fist punched me in the gut, and I took a step backward. Mom was ghostly white, her short, light brown hair shaking around her shoulders.  
 
    “You shut your mouth right now,” she wheezed. 
 
    Robert only got more infuriated. “He’s out, Betty. I want him out of my house.” 
 
    Bristling, her throat shaking, her voice cracked when she said, “This is my house. If anyone is leaving, it’s you.” 
 
    Enraged, his features twisting into evilness, his palm clapped to the side of her face, throwing her entire body to the side. She screamed and crumbled to the sofa, sobbing hysterically. 
 
    A beast erupted inside, and I snarled, growling as I lunged forward. “You bastard!” I shouted, ready to tear him apart. 
 
    Sadly, since I’d never had a violent gene in my body, before I could even touch him, the back of his knuckles slammed across my temple, knocking me right off my feet to the floor.  
 
    Heaving and panting, he pointed back and forth between us. “You both better pray these charges are dropped and they release my boy in the morning. If not, I’ll make you both regret this.” 
 
    Spinning, he stormed out of the house and slammed the door, rattling the windows. 
 
    My skull throbbing, my vision blurred, I crawled across the living room to check on my mother. He and Beau had been hitting me like this most of my life, I was used to it. As far as I knew, this was the first time she’d been hit.  
 
    Coaxing her to her back, I gently brushed her hair off her sweaty face, her cheek already swelling and turning red. My heart breaking, I gazed down at her, my emotions clogging my throat. 
 
    “You okay, Mom?” I croaked, petting her uninjured cheek. 
 
    Trembling and dazed, she tried to nod, her eyes completely vacant. “Y-Yeah, I’m f-f-fine…baby.” 
 
    My legs strong enough, I jumped to my feet, ran to the kitchen, and got a few chunks of ice, wrapping them in a dishcloth. Hurrying back, I crouched next to the sofa and tenderly placed it on her cheek.  
 
    Her chin quivering, she covered my hand to hold it to her while combing her fingers through my hair. “Thank you, baby,” she squeaked, trying her hardest not to cry. 
 
    Heaving a sigh, I dropped to my knees and laid my forehead to her shoulder. I gathered her in my arms, leaving her to hold the ice by herself. Shaking violently, I tried not to cry, knowing if I did, she would lose her composure, too. 
 
    There was no way in hell I could ever leave state for college now. Not while she was still married to Robert. I would never forgive myself if I left and he hurt her, or worse. I was stuck here, forever.  
 
    If it meant my mother being safe, then I would take the abuse every single day. She was worth it. 
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    Exhausted, I stomped down the stairs, every muscle in my body aching. It had taken forever to calm my mother down, but she’d finally gone to sleep. After two hours and no sign of Robert, she at last relaxed enough to drift off.  
 
    Emitting a guttural groan, I made my way down the hallway to my bedroom, rubbing at my eyes. As I was pushing my door open, I froze, my heart sinking to the pit of my stomach. Unable to take a full breath, for my body locked up, I turned to the left to peek through Beau’s partially opened door.  
 
    “What the fuck?” 
 
    My palm pressed to the wood, I eased it further and stepped into his room. In a trance, I crossed the floor to his bed, my jaw on my chest, my sight fixated on my painting hanging on the wall. The dark one, the one of dread and hopelessness.  
 
    Slowly lowering to my knee on the narrow mattress, shaking, I dragged my fingers over the four marks he’d made through the yellow splotch.  
 
    What the hell was my painting doing here? When did he take it from my studio? And why? 
 
    Licking my lips, I turned away and sat on the bed, my feet planted to the floor. Dumbfounded, I didn’t move for several minutes. I had no idea what to think about anything the last few days. None of this seemed real, this was not my life.  
 
    Ready to go to bed and sleep this day away, I scooted to the edge but paused when I saw a small, framed picture on the nightstand. I picked it up to get a better view, my brows furrowed. 
 
    It was of Beau and another man. They were in uniform and were obviously in Afghanistan, according to the background. His arm draped around the other’s shoulders, they were both laughing for the camera, the other man flipping someone off.  
 
    I squinted and brought it closer but couldn’t see the guy’s nametag.  
 
    Frowning, I replaced it, stood, and left the room, closing the door. Making the two steps to my room, I closed mine, as well, locking it, just in case. 
 
    I’d been locking it, just in case, since I was six years old. Robert and Beau always laughed after they’d smacked me around, saying it was all in good fun and would toughen me up to be a real man one day. 
 
    Yeah, a real man just smacked my mother off her feet. I wanted to be nothing like either of them.  
 
    Flinging myself to my mattress, the heels of my palms dug into my eyes while I pushed out a long exhale. Tomorrow was a new day. Hopefully he was released from jail and Robert would come home no longer angry. I could take the abuse, my mother could not. If he was still angry, I prayed he directed that toward me, not her.  
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Beau Matcher 
 
    Mosaic Muse spilling from my radio, I stood at the foot of my bed. A hand in my pocket, my pinky tapped the side of the beer bottle hovering in front of my stomach. I stared out the window at the garage in the back of the yard. Both doors were open, the light spilling across the grass.  
 
    Cassius was before a large canvas, wearing only a pair of shorts low on his hips. His hair in a messy bun, sweat glistened all over his flawless, slightly tanned skin. Making erratic movements to sketch the design on the blank surface, I was enthralled with how graceful his actions were. Tucking the pencil between his teeth, he plucked a different one from behind his ear to add a few lines that were darker than the others. He made the switch and went back to the thin, lighter lead.  
 
    My stomach swirled, my breathing growing shallow. Raking my sight along him, I paused at the dips of his pelvis bone, a small, round ass beneath. Fucking hell, he was gorgeous. From the very second my eyes locked with his when I came home, my heart was thrown into a frenzy, and it had not slowed since.  
 
    Dad said he was gay, Cassius swore he was not. Was he, though? Maybe he was just in denial. Or maybe he just wasn’t ready to be open about his sexuality.  
 
    He turned around to toss the pencils on the desk. Tucking a few strands behind his ear, he stretched his arms high above his head.  
 
    My brows lifted, a sense of longing twisting my gut. Visually tracing the lines of his soft muscles down his long torso, I groaned at the thin, dark trail of hair from his navel into the waist of his shorts. He absently tucked his hand to the inside of his groin and scratched, giving a hint at what lurked beneath the material. 
 
    “Fuck,” I muttered, gripping the bottle tighter.  
 
    He picked up the palette and started gathering some paints. His mouth moving to whatever song he was listening to, his head began to bob. Leaning his weight to one leg, the foot of the other propped on the arch, the heel resting on his shin.  
 
    I continued to ogle, memorizing every detail I could. I had never met someone like him, he was the perfect balance of masculinity and femininity. He was sexy as hell, just all around perfect.  
 
    “I don’t know what to do, G,” I whispered aloud. “I’m so fucking confused.” 
 
    Turning around to face the picture on the nightstand, sorrow gripped my heart. “I kind of need your guidance right now. You would know what to do.” 
 
    A small scoff pushed through my nostrils, the grief rising. My voice cracking, I said, “Then again, if you were here, I wouldn’t be attracted to him.” 
 
    My brows lifting, I redirected my attention outside. “Is that what this is? I’m lonely, he’s here. Perhaps if I went out and met some other people, it would be different.” 
 
    Drawing up the scene from the bar Saturday night, seeing that drunken bastard putting his hands on Cassius, had my blood boiling. My teeth grinding, my body was tensing with hostility. No, I may not be able to explain my draw to him, but it was more than just circumstances. Had I the opportunity, I would have bashed that motherfucker’s face in for touching Cassius.  
 
    Again replaying the moment my eyes locked on his last week, I shook my head. It was like a physical force, some invisible energy came out of nowhere and knocked me right in the gut. The air had sucked out of my lungs, my heart had leapt to my throat, and I had grinned like a foolish, lovesick teenager. Something happened that night, something I couldn’t explain, that left me riddled with shame.  
 
    Glancing over my shoulder at Grant, some of my animosity drained, drowned out by the ever present anguish that I was still alive, and he wasn’t.  
 
    “What the hell do I do, baby? It’s too soon. You’ve only been gone a year. Shouldn’t…I mean, it’s too soon, right?” 
 
    As usual when I spoke to him, there was deafening silence responding. I was told that loved ones visited and spoke to us from beyond death, but so far, I’d neither seen nor heard from him since the explosion. I found that rather inconsiderate. Was he angry that I didn’t die with him? 
 
    He and I had been fighting, again. For the hundredth time, my jealousy had gotten between us, and he had threatened to end our relationship. As a result, he had gone to our sergeant and asked for me to be put in a different Humvee, saying it would be best if we were separated for a while.  
 
    Of course, no one knew we were in love. As far as anyone was concerned, we were the same best friends since boot camp. Only me and him knew something had shifted after the first year, and the next two, we had been lovers.  
 
    Because of that, I was not with him when he died. I should have been with him. Why the hell could I not get a grip on my jealousy? I knew he loved me, knew he was devoted. Yet, every single time I saw him talking to someone else, something inside snapped and I became feral. No one even knew he was gay but me, so it wasn’t like those guys were flirting with him.  
 
    Just like Saturday night. When I saw that man leaning closer to Cassius, recognizing the lustful glint in his eyes, my personality switched, and I’d lost my mind…and I didn’t regret a single thing. I would gladly go to jail a hundred times if it meant no one ever touched him like that again.  
 
    There was a big difference between Saturday night and all the situations with Grant. Cassius wasn’t mine. I had no claim over him. Hell, he didn’t even like me.  
 
    I went to my bed and sat down, picking up the picture. My thumb swiped over his image, my heart still bleeding from the loss. “Please forgive me, baby,” I breathed quietly. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Carefully replacing it, I stood and returned to the window. He had already painted the base color across the canvas and was beginning to add darker tints to build the shapes of whatever it was. From this distance, I couldn’t tell. The handle of the brush tapping his chin, he squinted, studying the reference picture handing on the top of the easel. Apparently not liking what he just painted, he slowly rubbed his finger over it to scrape off the excess paint, loaded the brush with the base color, and covered it up.  
 
    He was so damn talented. How the hell did he know how to do that? Grant and I used to go to art museums when we were in DC. I’d never cared much for it until him, but quickly found a deep-rooted appreciation. We would sometimes spend hours aimlessly traipsing the Smithsonian, chatting about art, life, philosophy, in general while making plans for our future.  
 
    If they ever make it legal, I’m marrying you, Beau. I don’t care what happens, what kind of backlash we face, I love you, and I want the whole world to know I’m proud you’re mine. 
 
    My eyelids closed, the sorrow weighting my soul. My shoulders slumping, my forehead rested to a glass pane, the ache intensifying. And here I was, a year later, obsessing over another man. My stepbrother. He loved me enough to make the ultimate sacrifice, and I was wanting to move on already.  
 
    Pushing off, I spun around and downed the rest of the beer. Self-hatred rising through the fog of depression, I stormed out of my room and down the hallway. I needed another beer.  
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Cassius Straith  
 
    Life was back to normal. Unfortunately. The charges were not dropped because of the excessive forced used on the drunken man, but the judge took in his clean record and recent service to the military and let him off with a small fine and warning. Robert came home, arms loaded with flowers, and a hundred profuse apologies toward my mother.  
 
    Of course, she forgave him.  
 
    Though it had been a couple days since Beau was released from jail, we’d barely seen one another and not spoken about what happened.  
 
    The heat unbearable, even with both windows open, I pulled my hair into a ponytail and left my room. Seeing light in the hallway from the guest bathroom, I paused to look inside and froze.  
 
    The door was wide open, steam billowing out from his shower. Beau stood in front of the sink, completely naked, carefully dragging a razor along his jaw.  
 
    My heart racing, I slowly roamed over his physique, stunned at the hard muscles. Hard muscles littered with tiny scars everywhere. A tattoo on the inside of the forearm closest me, had a rifle standing up in a pair of boots with Grant Franklyn above and 1989 – 2013 at the bottom.  
 
    Noticing me, he stiffened and gradually turned to face me. Unable to stop myself, I looked down, more shock washing over me as I gawked at a thick, uncut cock dangling between wide thighs. 
 
    For what felt like an eternity, neither of us moved or spoke. I stared…and he let me. When his cock twitched and grew longer, I finally broke away and bolted down the hallway, stumbling through the kitchen to crash through the side door. My heart thudding at my ears, I jogged to the backyard, still not capable of closing my mouth.  
 
    I crawled onto the trampoline, shimmied to the center, and laid down, staring up at the dark, cloudy sky. Closing my eyelids, I took several steady breaths to calm my system. A cool breeze wafted by, tightening my skin and raising the hairs on end.  
 
    “What are you doing out here?” 
 
    Startled, I rose to my elbows, my heart lurching. Jesus Christ, since he came back, there was no goddamn peace. At least when he was gone, and Robert was asleep, I had a couple hours to myself. Why was he always popping up, bothering me? 
 
    Exhaling, I plopped back down, the mesh bouncing my frame. “It’s too hot in my bedroom.” 
 
    He snorted, taking a sip of beer. “No shit. That’s why I took a shower. I can’t stand laying in bed when I’m sweating.” 
 
    Feeling spiteful, I snipped, “Yeah, how’d that work out for you in Afghanistan?” 
 
    He froze, nostrils flared, the bottle hovering near his mouth. A vein at his temple protruding, the devastation was more than evident. 
 
    Cursing, I rolled my head to stare at the sky once more. That was a dick move. That was more like something he would do, and I swore I’d never be like him.  
 
    “Lot of sleepless nights,” he wheezed, his voice cracking. 
 
    I winced, digging my fingers and thumbs to my eyes. Wow, why did I say that? Son of a bitch. 
 
    Silence surrounded us, the chirping of the crickets getting louder. For the first time since meeting him when I was five years old, it wasn’t too uncomfortable, however.  
 
    “You come out here a lot at night?” 
 
    I nodded, toying with the string of my pajama pants. “It’s peaceful.” 
 
    “Peaceful, huh? Well, I could use some of that. Here, hold my beer.” 
 
    The bottle was shoved into my hand, and he was climbing to the mesh before I could protest. Huffing and puffing, he moved around for several moments, finally flopping to his back with so much force, I jostled about, spilling some of the beer on my bare chest.  
 
    “Sorry about that,” he muttered, taking the bottle with one hand while wiping at my skin with the other.  
 
    The discomfort rising again, I swatted him away, casting a sneer in his direction. “It’s fine!” I barked, nudging him with my elbow.  
 
    He snickered and settled down, a fist under his head. A content quietness blanketed the yard, even the crickets lowering their melodies.  
 
    “Thank you,” I blurted out of nowhere, though I had no idea why. Gulping, my muscles tightening, I finished what I was saying. “For the other night.” 
 
    The tension grew, ruining what chance of peace I’d been searching for. “Eh, he was a jackass. You’d been telling him for twenty minutes to leave you alone.” 
 
    Dumbfounded, my head rolled quickly to snatch my attention to his profile. “How…long were you at Suzie Q’s?” 
 
    His jaw flexed, his focus aimed at the sky. “Long enough.” 
 
    Suspicion sinking into my thoughts, I squinted. “Why were you there?” 
 
    A shoulder rolled, his chin pressing to his chest to look at the bottle. He was picking at the label, bending a leg at the knee to sway it side to side.  
 
    “I looked your band up online and saw you guys play there a lot, so I thought that’s what you were doing.” 
 
    My blood slowing, my mouth opened a little with astonishment. “You…went there to watch us play?” 
 
    “Yeah, why not? After you left the garage the other night, I took the CD out your radio to listen to and you guys are pretty cool. I dug it.” 
 
    My nerves prickling, I stared at his profile with wonder. Beau Matcher, my biggest bully and tormenter, joined the Marines when he was twenty-one, left town, went to war, and came back a totally different person. I was just now noticing he’d been home a week and hadn’t laid a vicious hand on me once. By now, I should be covered in bruises.  
 
    What the hell happened to him while he was gone?  
 
    My attention fell to the tattoo on his forearm, then flitted over the scars speckled about his torso. “What…happened?” I muttered quietly, afraid to pry into his personal affairs. 
 
    He looked at me then followed my train of sight, rubbing his forehead. His voice cracked with, “IED. My convoy was…” He coughed, pinched the bridge of his nose, and cleared his throat. “I was in the Humvee behind, so when it went off, we only got a little bit of the blast. Still fucked us up pretty bad, but we all survived.” 
 
    My chest constricted as I stared at this man who had been nothing but a monster to me for most of my life, appearing now as if he were seconds from crying.  
 
    Rubbing at his nose some more, he blinked rapidly, looking at the clouds. “My buddy wasn’t so lucky. He was in the one that hit the IED.” 
 
    I glanced at the tattoo, wondering if he was the man in the picture on his nightstand.  
 
    “Sorry,” I whispered, not really sure what else to say. I had never known anyone who had been to war before. Hell, I’d never even known anyone who was truly affected by death, at all. My father passed when I was a baby, I had no memories of him to mourn.  
 
    He downed the rest of the beer and tossed the bottle to the grass. “Shit happens, you know? You sign up for the military, you’re a fucking idiot if you don’t take into consideration the possibility of dying at war.” 
 
    His features grew tight, a bitter laugh shaking the trampoline. “You know, there was this one kid, about your age, who signed up to get the G.I. Bill, thinking the military was a good way to travel for free and see the world. When we got deployed to Afghanistan, he actually cried, real tears, saying it wasn’t fair. This isn’t what I signed up for,” he mocked in a shrilly tone, bopping his head side to side.  
 
    His palm rubbing up and down his stomach, his Adam’s apple bobbed with an audible gulp. “Dumb motherfucker got his ass killed within three weeks.” 
 
    I grimaced, searching his profile. What kind of horrors was he replaying right now? What grisly scenes had he’d witnessed? He had been through things I never would, and was more than grateful for that.  
 
    I had heard stories of good men going to war and coming back mean. It seemed the opposite happened to Beau. He seemed calmer now, more compassionate. Experiencing death firsthand must have humbled him a bit.  
 
    “We don’t have to talk about this. Sorry I asked.” 
 
    He rolled his head to stare at me with an emotionless mask. Out of nowhere, he stated, “I took your painting. I hope you don’t mind.” 
 
    Taken aback, my breathing shallowed. He hoped I didn’t mind? He hoped I didn’t mind! The Beau I knew would have said something more along the lines of, Get the hell over it, bitch. The Beau I knew wouldn’t even have taken the painting, he would have mocked and destroyed it.  
 
    I get it. Dread. Hopelessness. No hope. Defeat. 
 
    The Beau I knew wouldn’t have related to the painting in the first place.  
 
    A little unnerved, I licked my dry lips and gulped. Was this a new, improved version, or was he building false hope to lure me into a trap? Would he really be willing to go to jail over a ruse, however? 
 
    He rose to his elbow closest to me and peered down, his lids thinning. Without saying a word, his palm slid over my cheek, he lowered, and grazed his lips to mine. 
 
    I jolted, my lids rounding as panic exploded in my veins. What the fuck was he doing? Trying to wiggle away, his fingers firmly wrapped around the side of my neck, locking me in place. I stilled at the way he was staring at me, my heart banging to my ribs. Not closing his eyes, he slowly lowered again and kissed me. 
 
    Horrified, my arms lashed out, my brain reeling. Why the fuck was he kissing me? What was this? What sick joke was he trying to play on me this time?  
 
    Terrified of the beating I’d get if I tried to push him away, I just laid there, staring at the sky, frozen. His tongue rolled over mine sensually, the kiss never getting aggressive. The pressure on his fingers eased, his palm traveling down my neck, over my collar so his thumb could circle my nipple. 
 
    I choked on a breath through my nose, jolting beneath him. His lashes finally closed, his lips demanding but tender. Leisurely bringing his hand up, he cupped the side of my face, scooted closer, and turned the moment a little more passionate. 
 
    I grew heady, the fear melting. My blood thickened, my stomach coiling. Moaning, I actually began to kiss him back.  
 
    Beau scooted closer when I reciprocated. His forearm across my chest and collarbone, his fingers tangled in my hair. His head bobbing slowly, our tongues caressed one another, my shaking hand lifting to fist the hair at his nape.  
 
    What the hell was going on? What was I doing? No way in hell I was lying here, kissing another man. Beau Matcher, of all people! 
 
    He groaned, the vibration tickling against the side of my chest, breaking me out in goosebumps. Why the hell did that sound so sexy? 
 
    Inch by inch, his hand crept down my torso, fanning the flames higher in my stomach. A thin layer of perspiration coating my flesh, I jerked and grunted when his fingertips slid into the waist of my pants. Right as he grazed the thin patch of hair, sanity crashed into my brain like a sledgehammer.  
 
    Tearing my lips from his, I threw myself to the side and rolled away. “Oh my god,” I panted, frantically crawling for the edge. Lifting the mesh of the protective liner, I ducked beneath and tumbled to the dirt.  
 
    “Cassius,” he rasped, poking his head out the opening. 
 
    Confused and humiliated, I staggered to my feet and ran back to the house. Fisting my hair at my temples, I kept bumping into the walls, banging my elbows. I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think. What the hell did he do? Why? Why would he do that?  
 
    Going to my room, I shut and locked the door, diving into my bed to bury my face in the pillow. Clenching my eyelids, I screamed into the softness, my cock aching with lust.  
 
    What the fuck did I do? I couldn’t stay here, I had to get away from this place and these people. How could I leave my mother now that I knew Robert was capable of hitting her? There was no way, I was screwed. Damned if I did, damned if I didn’t. I was trapped with no silver lining.  
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Beau Matcher 
 
    Strolling across the backyard, one hand in my pocket, the other bringing a beer to my mouth, I raked my sight along Cassius in his studio. His golden brown mane was well past his shoulders, sticking to his sweaty skin. Not wearing a shirt, he had on some weird looking gray pants that hung low on his hips, the hems curled around the middle of his calves. A couple smears of paint stained his chest, his dark nipples surrounded by a thin layer of hair. Another narrow patch went down the center of his lower abdomen, disappearing into the pants. 
 
    Coming to a halt, my beer in front of my chin, I raked my sight along him since he didn’t know I was nearby. A few locks of hair fell around the sides of his oval face with the high cheekbones. His nose was long and slender, turning upward slightly at the tip. Full, thick, dark lips were frowning in concentration.  
 
    His frame was lean with just the trace of muscles on his biceps, thick veins running down the inside of his forearms. His waist narrowed just a bit over a round, full ass. 
 
    “Fuck,” I croaked, lust stirring my blood. 
 
    The last thing I expected to see last week when I came home was how goddamn beautiful my stepbrother had become. He had grown from an awkward, lanky little boy to one of the finest specimens I’d ever seen. From the moment my eyes met his that night, I was hard, and the desire hadn’t waned yet.  
 
    Strolling forward, I took a sip, sucking the beer from my teeth. He heard, spotted me, and froze like a deer in headlights. I couldn’t help the smirk when his sight immediately fell to my lips. If he thought the kiss was good, he was in for a surprise.  
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    His Adam’s apple shook, his sight hesitantly returning to mine. “Hi.” 
 
    “Working on something new, huh?” I broke the stare to look at the canvas covered in bright colors of orange, red, and yellow. Smiling, I motioned and asked, “Chaotic excitement?” 
 
    He appeared stunned, his sight never leaving me as I closed the distance to stand a few feet away from the painting. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Twisting my waist, I picked up the palette and arched my brows. “You mind?” 
 
    He stiffly shook his head, the whites showing around his light brown irises.  
 
    Winking, I set the beer on the table, dragged a couple fingers through some white, and added a few streaks here and there. “It balances it out so there’s still control and not just the chaos.” 
 
    Scraping the excess on the side of the thin piece of wood, I set it next to the bottle and retrieved the beer, smearing the glass with paint.  
 
    His brows lifted, his bottom lip pursed into a frown. “Huh.” 
 
    “So, you ever paint anyone? I see you sketch, they ever sit for a painting?” I went back to the drawing of the plus sized woman, tracing every curve and dip. 
 
    “Uh…y-yeah. Her, in fact.” 
 
    Intrigued, I shot a glance over my shoulder. “No shit? Can you show me? I’d love to see that.” 
 
    Confused and wary, his lids narrowed, but he went to the stack of canvases leaning against the wall and rummaged through them. Lifting it, he turned it around to show the blonde lying on a fur rug. Her hair splayed around, her arms were curled over her head, her breasts falling a little to the sides of her chest. Her rounded belly showed the hint of stretchmarks, a full, thick, bare pussy between thighs that touched all the way to her knees.  
 
    “You fucked her?” 
 
    He clucked his teeth and rolled his eyes, quickly putting it back where it was. “I knew better.” 
 
    “No, no, I’m not…” I waved my palm, surprised I was turned on by her image. “No judgement, man. If she was laying like that in front of me, I’d fuck her, too.” 
 
    He stopped to peer over his bicep.  
 
    “So, where do you do this? Them? Uh, the art and the fucking?” 
 
    He stood upright, crossing his arms to grip his elbows. “Here.” 
 
    Chuckling, I spun around to give my full attention. “Here? In the studio.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “Usually first thing in the morning, after Mom and Robert go to work.” 
 
    “Goddamn, I’ll keep that in mind. You got any planned for the near future?” 
 
    His mood darkening, he shifted his weight to one side, shaking the loose strands of hair from his face. “Leave my girls alone.” 
 
    His girls? He thought I was after pussy? I snorted and shook my head, slowly approaching. “You don’t got nothing to worry about, little brother. I am not interested in fucking your girls.” 
 
    “Then why do you want to know?” 
 
    My pulse racing, excitement surging through my veins, my tone was gruff when I answered bluntly, “I want to see you fuck them.” 
 
    He blanched, his arms falling to his sides. His mouth opening, he began to shake slightly.  
 
    My smile broadened, so goddamn turned on right now. Only a few inches away, my arm stretched around him to set the beer down, never breaking the stare.  
 
    “You are so fucking beautiful, Cassius,” I breathed, dragging my fingertips up the side of his ribs. 
 
    He shuddered, taking a step in retreat, but I kept pace, trapping him against the table. 
 
    “You’re not funny,” he wheezed, uncertainty glowing in his eyes. 
 
    Chortling, my palm caressed up his torso, my thumb stroking his nipple. “So not kidding. I like your body. Nice and soft.” Right against him now, I dared to tuck my hand between us and cup his bulge. My eyelids closed with a drawn out groan, my fingers curling around to squeeze. “But fuck, you got a nice dick.” 
 
    “Stop it,” he panted, leaning his weight to the heels of his palms on the edge of the table. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “What I’ve been dying to do from the second I saw you again. Jesus, Cassius, your cock is thick. Fuck, get hard for me, let me feel how hard you can get.” 
 
    To my delight, it twitched in response, letting me know at least a part of him was curious and interested.  
 
    “What are you doing? Why are you doing this? Stop it.” 
 
    Craning my neck, my lips grazing his jawline, I stared into his frightened eyes and chuckled. “If you really wanted me to stop, you wouldn’t be getting hard, now would you?” 
 
    “This is crazy, Beau. I’m not gay.” 
 
    Another chuckle rumbled my chest. Lifting my brows, I said, “I don’t fucking care.” 
 
    He grabbed my wrist to stop my strokes, his heavy pants on my chin. “I said,” he rasped with less authority. “I’m not gay.” 
 
    A wicked grin curled upward, my dick throbbing for his touch. Overpowering him, I knocked his hand away, shoved mine into his pants, and gripped his fully erect cock. His jaw fell and he choked on a breath, his eyes rolling as I quickly pumped my fist. 
 
    “You are for me,” I muttered and crushed my lips to his.  
 
    Pressing my body against his, he tipped his head, mine bowing to keep the kiss going. Unlike last night, he immediately responded, his tongue flicking against mine eagerly. Not releasing him, I fumbled with my jeans, pulled my dick out, and thrust against him. 
 
    He yelped in my mouth, his eyelids snapping wide. Satisfied to see his irises glazed and not frightened, I wrapped my fingers around both and jacked off. 
 
    His lashes fluttered and he moaned, bucking toward me. Knowing he wouldn’t stop me, I broke the kiss to pull a breath into my burning lungs.  
 
    “Fuck yeah, your dick is nice, Cassius.” 
 
    “Oh, shit,” he whined, his features scrunching. 
 
    Rearing my hips back just a little so our tips were touching, I carefully rolled my skin forward and along his to cover his head. Gasping against his open mouth, a tremor shook my spine, lust heating my veins. Yanking my fist back and forth, I kept my sight locked on him the entire time, getting dizzy from the facial expressions he was making. 
 
    “Oh my god, Cassius, you’re fucking gorgeous. Cum for me. Fill me up with cum, baby.” 
 
    His eyelids snapped wide, anger sparking in his glare. Sneering, he growled, slammed his palms against my chest, and shoved me off. Foam building in the corners of his mouth, I had never seen him so irate. His chest heaving, his complexion was turning bright red.  
 
    I grunted and squeezed my nuts, the pain of being denied my orgasm when I had been seconds away making my toes curl in my sneakers.  
 
    “Unh, fuck.” I hissed through my teeth, twisting my fist to shift the pain more toward something I controlled.  
 
    Cassius yanked his pants over his cock and threw the paintbrush to the floor. “Fuck you, Beau,” he seethed, a bead of sweat trickling down his temple. 
 
    Confused, still fogged with desire, I reached for him, desperate to finish. “Fuck, Cassius, I’m so close.” Jacking off, I cupped his nape, trying to pull him back for a kiss. “Cum on me,” I muttered, closing my eyelids. 
 
    Another vicious snarl, his fists shoving against me a second time. “Ahg! Get the fuck away from me.” 
 
    Frustrated, I matched his sneer, releasing my dick to grab the sides of his face. “You want this as much as I do, don’t you dare act like you don’t. Now stop fighting me and let me finish this.” 
 
    His nostrils flaring, he whispered, “I can’t.” 
 
    I chuckled and bobbed my head enthusiastically. “Oh, fuck yeah, you can, baby. Give me that nut. I want to feel it all over my dick—” 
 
    “I can’t!” he shouted, wedging his hands against my shoulders to keep me from closing the gap. 
 
    “Yes, you can. I want you to.” 
 
    Growling, he shoved all his weight into me and knocked me aside, practically hyperventilating. “You don’t fucking get it!” he yelled, flicking his fingers to his temples. “I can’t. I never have.” 
 
    All the lust crashed, ice rolling through my veins. Stunned, my jaw gaping, I just stared at him. “What…like…never? But…the girls—” 
 
    “Never,” he hissed through gritted teeth. 
 
    “Even…even her?” I asked, stunned that any man who dicked that voluptuous goddess wouldn’t be able to find satisfaction. 
 
    “None of them. Not even with myself.” 
 
    Doing a doubletake, my dick started to soften, the desire completely washed away. “Oh, shit, Cassius.” 
 
    An awkward, frustrated sound shook his chest. Throwing his arms up, he stormed out of the garage and ran across the yard, the side door booming under the carport. 
 
    Carefully tucking myself back into my jeans, I yanked the zipper and sat on the edge of the table, my mind blown. How the hell did he have sex with eleven women, and never cum? I couldn’t even comprehend! I would go mad.  
 
    Cursing, I covered my face and bent forward a bit. Motherfucker. What the hell did I do now?  
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Beau Matcher 
 
    Lightly knocking on his door, my shoulder was leaning against the wall, dread knotting my stomach. “Cassius, open up.” 
 
    “Fuck off, Beau.” 
 
    I withdrew my pocketknife, released the blade, and popped the lock in less than five seconds. Smirking, I strutted inside while he shot up in his bed, horrified.  
 
    “Old locks. Easy breezy.” 
 
    He frowned, humiliation shimmering in his eyes. “Why won’t you leave me alone?” 
 
    Tossing it to the dresser, I gazed out his window, feeling very uncomfortable right now. “I, uh, ahem.” Bowing my chin, I tugged my nape and pulled a sharp inhale through my nostrils. “I don’t think I can, Cassius.” 
 
    “And what the fuck is that supposed to mean? Just go away.” 
 
    Heaving a sigh, I dropped to his mattress and rested my elbows to my knees, twining my fingers. Avoiding his scrutiny, I said, “I think you know exactly what I mean.” 
 
    Some of his resentment seemed to wane, his features softening. “Wait, so…” He gulped, shifting his weight so one leg was bent near me, the other stretched straight behind. “Are you telling me…you’re gay?” 
 
    A bitter chuckle shook my throat, my head bowing so I could rub my forehead. “I guess, in a way.” 
 
    “Since when?” he shrieked, spreading his arms out. 
 
    My heart swelled, memories flooding my brain. “Since I met Grant.” 
 
    His eyelids rounded, his head snatching back and forth so he could look between me and the direction of my room. “The…t-the guy…The tattoo.” 
 
    “Yes,” I whispered, clenching my lids tightly when the sorrow engulfed me. My palm caressing up and down my forearm, I said, “The tattoo.” 
 
    “Oh, shit.” 
 
    I tipped my head back to stare at his ceiling. “We met in boot camp and…I mean, at first, we were nothing but friends. Best friends. Then…I don’t know. Things started to shift. We fought it like hell.” 
 
    I snickered and scooted backward to lean on the wall next to the window. Crossing my ankles, I picked at a hangnail on my thumb, my broken heart still bleeding. “We…ahem. We fell in love.” 
 
    His lashes lowered with a muted curse, his shoulders slumping forward.  
 
    “I really thought he was the one,” I muttered past the constriction of my throat. The sounds of that day bombarded me, taking me out of Alabama and throwing me right back into Afghanistan. I could smell the dirt and sweat, hear the explosion, the screams… 
 
    Pulling my knees to my chest, I crossed my arms over them and hid my face. “And then that goddamn explosion.” 
 
    “Jesus, Beau,” he whispered, moving to sit beside me. He matched my position, his forearms on his knees, his back to the wall.  
 
    I swallowed my emotions, my soul unable to grieve any more. It had been almost a year, Grant wouldn’t want me to wallow in the misery.  
 
    “Can I ask you something?” 
 
    My head banged to the frame surrounding the window, my chin on my shoulder away from him. “Hm?” 
 
    “What happened to you? I mean, when you left…Now don’t take this the wrong way, but you were a dick, man.” 
 
    I snorted, rolling my head to peer at him. “Grant. He changed everything about me. It was change or lose him. I changed.” 
 
    “Well, I definitely thank him. I can honestly say I don’t miss who you were.” 
 
    My brows furrowed. “I was really that bad to you?” 
 
    He scoffed, his head dipping low. “Are you kidding me? You were a fucking nightmare. Until you left, I never knew what I looked like without bruises.” 
 
    My legs straightened to dangle my feet over the edge, my stomach sinking. I had no idea I had been that horrible. I knew I had picked on him from time to time, but we were brothers, it was just for fun. The way he told it…the way he acted told a different story.  
 
    “I really am sorry. I…I have no excuse other than I honestly didn’t think it was that bad.” 
 
    “For good measure,” he mocked, bobbing his head side to side. 
 
    I frowned, my teeth gritting. “Sorry,” I muttered again, seeing the fear and hurt reflecting in his light brown eyes.  
 
    His lids rounded slightly, his complexion flushing. “Thank you for apologizing.” 
 
    We grew quiet while studying one another. Unable to resist, I swept down and claimed his mouth. He tensed but kissed me right away. I pushed my weight into a fist between us, leaned closer, and cupped the side of his face, rolling my tongue to the back of his mouth. 
 
    He whimpered, banging against the wall as his muscles sagged. Taking his hand, I brought it to me, pressing it against my growing bulge. When his fingers curled without prompting, I stilled, my mouth opened against his to groan loudly. 
 
    “Fuck, you feel so good, Cassius.” 
 
    Daring to touch him, I copied his movements, the heel of my palm pressing against the underside of his head. A breath caught his throat, his spine arching off the wall before clapping back, his leg jutting to the side to give better access. 
 
    Our mouths still together, our pants were getting louder, the sexual tension thickening. “Fuck yeah, baby,” I breathed, squeezing him through the thin material. 
 
    “Unh!” 
 
    Lifting my lashes, I peered down my nose at his expressions, the desire rising. “Let me try to make you cum, Cassius.” 
 
    His eyes snapped open with a trace of shame. 
 
    “No, no.” I rested my weight into my shoulder blade so I could grab his wrist when he started to pull away. “Don’t stop, it feels too fucking good. I want to try to make you cum. Let me make you feel good, too.” 
 
    He gulped, his brows lifting. “You are.” 
 
    A slow, steady smile tugged my mouth. “This feels good to you?” 
 
    He gave a faint nod. 
 
    I tucked my hand into his pants to feel his bare flesh and he shuddered with a long groan that had my head spinning. 
 
    “Fuck yeah, you’re so beautiful.” 
 
    He paused again, a wildness about his stare. 
 
    I chuckled and squeezed his tip. “I like the way you look, Cassius. Like I said, nice and soft, but still man. You’re fucking perfect. You’re beautiful.” 
 
    He moaned and claimed a passionate kiss, fumbling desperately with my jeans. Helping him, he aggressively gripped my dick, and I choked on a breath, my forehead falling against his. “Yeah, that’s better.” 
 
    Thinking of what Grant did to me to make me realize I wanted more than just some mutual masturbation between us, I stretched my arm and rubbed my middle finger to the spot beneath his balls. 
 
    Cassius lurched, his body crashing against the wall. Fear in his eyes, his mouth opened and closed, his movements stilling. Too aroused to even find humor in his reaction, my tongue flicked out to his bottom lip before pulling it between my teeth to suckle. Slowly, I reached even lower, gently brushing my fingertip to his ass. 
 
    “Mm!” 
 
    “Do you like it, baby? Does anything feel different?” 
 
    His grip was getting so tight, I could feel my heartbeat in my head. Precum was glistening the slit, my stomach cramping with the impending release.  
 
    Making tiny circles at the opening, I licked his lips again. “You want me to put my finger inside you, baby? You want me to fuck your little pussy with my finger?” 
 
    “Beau...” he croaked, shaking. 
 
    He jerked unintentionally and as a result, yanked my dick at just the right angle to make me break. Choking on a cough, my eyes rolled, and I fell against him, my face on his chest as I came over his hand. 
 
    “Oh, fuck, Cassius, oh fuck.” 
 
    His face in my hair, his arm slid around my back, his fist tenderly pumping to finish off the climax. 
 
    “Goddamn, don’t stop. Unh, ah, yes, baby, fuck, yeah.” 
 
    We both stilled, our loud pants the only sound in the quiet house. For several minutes, I laid against him, a battle brewing inside. Though it had been a year since I lost him, a piece of me felt like I had just cheated on Grant. Out of nowhere, all the heartache I’d been bottling up broke. Fire exploded in my chest, the pain horrendous. Wrapping my arms around Cassius, I turned into his chest and wept for the first time in my life.  
 
    His heart thudded under my ear, both arms circling me. Petting my hair, he spoke softly, trying to soothe my sorrow. I had gone from being his tormentor to him easing my torment. I was twenty-five years old, nearly double his size with hard muscles, and a Marine, but I found no shame that I was crying in his arms.  
 
    Could he be the one? Could Cassius be who would heal my broken soul after losing Grant?  
 
    The front door slammed, and he lashed out with panic. Cursing, he shoved me aside, hopped from the bed, and ran to his bathroom, locking himself inside. 
 
    Severely jostled from the unexpected intrusion, I was heaving and didn’t do anything at first. One minute I was mourning my loss in the most comforting embrace I’d felt since Grant, the next he’s literally ripped away, and I was alone.  
 
    Sniffing and tucking myself into my jeans, I crawled off his bed. Pulling my shirt over the front, I wiped my face, trying to compose myself.  
 
    “Goddamn bills,” Dad grumbled from down the hallway. “How the hell do we have a water bill that goddamn high? This is ridiculous.” 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    I poked my head out his room, saw the hallway empty, and darted to mine, quietly shutting the door. Lowering myself to the mattress, I laid on my side, staring at the picture on my nightstand.  
 
    My heart twisted, the agony still as fresh as the day he died.  
 
    Rolling to my back, I turned my head away and stared at the wall. There was no getting over Grant. He had opened my eyes and changed my entire outlook on life. The fact I did the same for him only made our bond that much more special.  
 
    No, he was the one. Anyone after him would just be someone to spend my time with while I roamed this earth, waiting for the day we could reunite.  
 
    I curled onto my side, my back to the picture. Clenching my eyes, I buried my face in the pillow. I should have died with him. It wasn’t fair I lived when he didn’t. We should have gone out together. This was all wrong.  
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Beau Matcher 
 
    The house was quiet, too quiet. With this kind of silence, I could hear the memories echoing from the recesses of my brain where I desperately tried to bury them, to no avail.  
 
    Get a medic over here, now. They’re gone, they’re all gone. 
 
    Clenching my eyes and jaw, I shook my head, digging the heels of my palms to my temples. Growling, I yanked open the fridge and grabbed a beer, tearing off the cap. As I tipped my head back to guzzle, I noticed a vehicle in the carport through the curtains on the door. Confused since Mom and Dad had gone to work an hour ago, I stretched my arm out and pushed the thin material away.  
 
    A white Cadillac. Who the hell was here? 
 
    Opening the door, I stepped onto the stoop, a cool breeze wafting down the side of the house. I descended the steps, taking another sip while checking out the vehicle. Fancy. Almost brand new. Very expensive.  
 
    I cast a glance to the backyard, paused, and slowly returned my focus to the garage. The doors were closed. I knew Cassius was in there, he was in there every single morning from the moment our parents went to work until lunchtime when the heat got too unbearable. So, what the hell were the doors closed for? 
 
    My heart thudding faster, his words circled my brain. Reaching up to set the beer bottle on the kitchen sink’s windowsill, I quietly, but quickly, darted across the yard to his studio. A couple feet from the door, I skidded to a halt, my ears a mixture of my banging pulse and a woman’s moan. Was it Renee? 
 
    Dread turning my stomach, I crept to the side and rose to my tiptoes to peek into the window.  
 
    Cassius had a fur blanket sprawled out on the floor in the center of the room. A petite, older woman was on her hands and knees…and he was behind her, thrusting fiercely. Her thick, curly black hair with the honeyed highlights was bouncing around her oval face from his force. Light mahogany skin was glistening with sweat, narrow, full lips curled over gleaming teeth.  
 
    Gripping her hips, he sped up, their flesh clapping loudly through the thin glass. His hair stuck to the sides of his face, neck, and shoulders, his mouth was slightly opened while his head tilted, and his movements slowed.  
 
    Jealousy brewing my gut, all the blood rushed to my dick, and it began to harden. If I thought he was beautiful before, it was nothing compared to how he looked right now. Christ almighty, there was no one sexier than Cassius Straith.  
 
    He sank to his haunches, pulling her with him so her chest meshed with her thighs. Her fingers fisted around the fur, her features were scrunched with passion. 
 
    “Oh, fuck, you’re so deep,” she whined.  
 
    The corner of his mouth curled, his nose wrinkling. “You like that, doll?” 
 
    “Oh, god, yes. Mm, it feels so good.” 
 
    He gripped a handful of hair and tugged her upward, exposing her flawless body for my view. Astonished, my jaw fell, my focus trailing over her small, perky breasts with the tiny, dark brown nipples, and a small, bare pussy stretched wide for his thick cock. 
 
    I groaned, my dick throbbing. What I wouldn’t give to feel that inside me. For once, my jealousy was more about longing than rage. I wanted to be where she was, I wanted to be on my knees in front of him, feeling what she was right now.  
 
    His tongue snaked out and dragged the length of her neck to her ear. “You ready to cum, doll? Bounce that fine ass on my dick and give me what you got.” 
 
    “Oh, god,” she whined, throwing her arms over her shoulders to grab his hair. “Mm, yes, yes, yes.” 
 
    One hand traveled between her thighs to slap her pussy while the other groped a breast. She squealed and began rising and falling on his lap, adding a slight rotation to her hips.  
 
    Not even realizing what I was doing, I tucked my hand into my sweats and gripped my cock, slowly pumping my fist. When he abruptly shoved her back to her hands, pulled out, and bent over to bury his face between her cheeks, I grew heady, my free palm slapping to the side of the building. 
 
    “Oh, fuck yeah,” I breathed, pretending that was my ass getting licked. “Oh, fuck, Cassius.” 
 
    She began to tremble, moaning louder and louder. “Oh, god, oh god!” 
 
    Though I couldn’t see for sure, when he rose, it appeared as if he were aiming his cock higher. By the screech she emitted, the pain contorting her beautiful face, it was clear he was not pushing back into her pussy. 
 
    “Oh, fuck!” she howled, redness seeping from her cheeks into her chest. “Oh, oh, oh.” 
 
    His smirk grew wider as he eased inside, never taking his sight off what he was doing. “Fucking beautiful. Squeeze that tight little ass around my dick, doll.” 
 
    “Oh, Cassius!” she screamed, throwing her head back.  
 
    His palm crashed on an ass cheek before pushing it aside as he started slow, deliberate thrusts.  
 
    In my mind, I painted him doing that to me. Concentrating so hard, I could almost feel that beautiful, fat dick stretching my muscles. “Oh, shit.” 
 
    I tightened my hold and sped up, my thighs shaking.  
 
    He held her hips, pulled back, and then slammed with a growl. She screamed and fell to her face, burying it in the dark brown fur. Cassius repeated this again, and again, each time making her howl and her ass cheeks jiggle. His features hardening with anger, he was getting more and more brutal, as if he were punishing her. 
 
    Was he getting frustrated because he couldn’t cum?  
 
    Suddenly, he was pounding into her violently, ignoring her screeches. My jaw fell and I grew dizzy, desperate to be on the receiving end of that aggression. My balls tightening, tingles prickled from my scalp to my toes. 
 
    “Oh, fuck, Cassius. Unh.” 
 
    Squeezing the head, I hissed through gritted teeth and came on the inside of my sweats. Right as I did, the woman shrieked and flung herself to the side. Her legs straight and convulsing, she was squirting across the fur, her eyes rolled and her teeth clattering.  
 
    The condom on Cassius’s dick was empty. Still, he smiled and caressed her leg, waiting patiently for her to work through her orgasm.  
 
    “That’s a good girl,” he said, his voice deep and husky. “Thank you, doll, that was beautiful.” 
 
    As she curled into the fetal position and covered her face, he rose to his feet and removed the condom. His expression falling, he combed his fingers through his drenched hair, tossing the rubber in the trash. Only a couple feet from the window, I heard him mutter, “Shit,” his shoulders slumping forward.  
 
    He really couldn’t orgasm, he wasn’t just exaggerating or taking things out of proportion. He couldn’t cum. How was that possible? I mean, I’d heard that was an issue for women sometimes, but men? Dicks were so easy to please. The slightest touch made them hard. Hell, nothing had to touch them, all we had to do was have erotic dreams, and we were cumming.  
 
    “Cassius,” she moaned, gradually unwinding to roll to her back.  
 
    He forced a weak smile and returned to the blanket, lowering to his knees. His knuckles stroking her cheek, he bent over and kissed her gently. She wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him on top of her, purring seductively.  
 
    “You’re so amazing,” she cooed.  
 
    He chuckled and patted the side of her thigh. “You’re running late, doll. Time to get to work.” 
 
    Pouting, her arms dropped to the fur with an elongated sigh. “Fine. One of these days, you’re going to take me up on that offer.” 
 
    “What offer?” he snickered, leaning his weight to an elbow. 
 
    “That I leave my husband and me and you run away together.” 
 
    Stunned, my hand removed from my sweats to press against the wall. She was married? He fucked married women? Now that I was looking at her, how old was she? She was older than I was, that was for sure.  
 
    He snickered, tenderly brushing her hair off her face. “You really gotta go.” 
 
    Whining, she rolled away and sat up. “Fine. Be that way.” 
 
    Appearing as if he was about to look my way, I ducked to the side. As quietly as possible, I jogged for the house, going inside before he found me spying. I went straight for the bathroom to take a shower, not really sure how I felt about him sleeping with married women.  
 
    I didn’t want him sleeping with any woman, I wanted him to be mine. I didn’t like sharing.  
 
    He wasn’t mine, though, and I had no idea how to change that. Why were those women good enough to give what he had, but not me?  
 
    Somehow, I had to change his mind. I had to make him see he belonged with me. He had to change his mind.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Cassius Straith  
 
    Wrapping a rubber band around my hair, I was tugging it to the scalp as I sauntered down the hallway. Noise from the guest bathroom caught my attention, so I slowed, daring to peek inside. It was seven o’clock in the morning. What the hell was Beau doing awake? 
 
    He was standing over the toilet, a hand on the wall above it, his hips jutted awkwardly. His stance wide, the heel of his palm was on his lower abdomen, the first three fingers pushing down at the base of a rather long erection. Aimed at the bowl, he was pissing, his eyes still closed. 
 
    Stunned, my feet were momentarily nailed to the floor. The couple times something happened between us, I’d only felt, not looked. That was a good nine inches. He was average in width, but damn, that was long.  
 
    Curious, my head tipped. Having never been interested in men before, I’d never really looked at a cock other than my own. The skin the same tanned shade as the rest of him, the head was a bit shiny, veins creeping down the sides. Oddly enough, it wasn’t exactly unpleasant.  
 
    Even stranger was the fact watching him take a piss wasn’t exactly off-putting, either. In fact, my stomach was coiling, adrenaline thumping through my veins. In that moment, something primal in my soul began to itch at the underside of my skin, needing to go over there, pull my dick out, and mark him.  
 
    The clear, golden stream grew louder, and he sighed, resting his forehead to the back of his wrist. Taking a sharp inhale through his nostrils, his lashes lifted to reveal bloodshot, light green irises. 
 
    His eyelids widened as we stared at one another. My heart skipped a beat, my breaths shallowing as my sight slowly raked over his frame. Horrified I was getting hard, I gradually brought my focus back to his, but not before pausing to watch him finish urinating. The stream tapered off, a couple drops hanging on to the slit. 
 
    His fingers slid around his base, squeezed, and pushed forward, all the skin covering the tip. For a split second, I thought about it stretching over my own and found myself panting and getting lightheaded.  
 
    Beau shook himself a couple times, lowered the lid, and flushed. Standing upright, still gripping, he walked toward me. Unable to tear my attention away, it wasn’t until his warmth surrounded me, the smell of booze already on his breath drawing my focus to his eyes.  
 
    His arm stretched out to grip the door’s frame. A glaze covering his irises, he grunted and started jacking off. The corner of his mouth tugging, he pushed off the frame, lifted my shirt, and caressed my chest, a thumb circling a nipple. 
 
    A gasp hitched the back of my throat, my shoulders curling to my ears. Why did that actually feel good?  
 
    Smirking, his brows lowered. His motions quickening, he was jerking, his breaths coming out in shallow pants. “So beautiful,” he whispered, tilting his head to explore my torso.  
 
    Shuddering, I abruptly stepped away and jogged down the hallway. Quickly running through the kitchen, I burst out the door and darted across the yard.  
 
    I was so confused. What the hell was going on? Was he seriously attracted to me, or was this all a trick? And so what if he was attracted to me, the bigger question was, did I care? Was I, somehow, attracted to him, as well? My bully! This was crazy, nothing about this made sense.  
 
    Hastily swinging open the glass door, I caught it before it banged into the shelves of pottery. He was a man, I didn’t like men. I was very happy with my sex life. I may never have achieved an orgasm, but it was still very fulfilling with beautiful women of all shapes, sizes, and ages. Women with breasts and pussies.  
 
    An unexpected scenario of feeling Beau’s cock in my mouth assaulted my brain. Frustrated, I growled, my arms shaking at my sides as I tried to physically remove that thought from my mind. What the hell was going on?  
 
    Beau never should have come home. He had said he was making a career out of the Marines, so why, after one enlistment, was he out, and home?  
 
    Picturing the tiny scars littering his skin, I grimaced and sat on my stool. My arms crossing, my heel hooking a rung, I stared at the cracked, cement floor. It was seven in the morning, and he had already been drinking. After what he’d been through, I guess I could understand why he didn’t stay in the military. I didn’t blame him, at all.  
 
    A muted curse spilling past my lips, my chin bowed so I could pinch the bridge of my nose. He was so different. Broken. Sad. Why did I have the overwhelming need to protect him? He had made my life a living hell since I was a kid, shouldn’t I find this bittersweet justice he was now being tormented?  
 
    Clucking my teeth, I hopped to my feet and got things ready to work on a painting. Regardless of what happened before he left, Beau came home a different man. There was no satisfaction in his trauma. In fact, I found myself wanting to help heal his wounds. I wanted to erase all his bad memories and make him happy.  
 
    What the hell was wrong with me? I was an idiot, plain and simple.  
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Cassius Straith  
 
    The keys twirling around my finger, I strutted around the side of the house for the carport. All day long, I’d been in a funk. Realizing my dreams of leaving for college were shot, I’d been moody and brooding, hating life, and hating the Matchers.  
 
    Coming to an abrupt halt when I spotted Beau smoking next to the trampoline, my heart sunk low and then shot up to my throat. Well, I hated Robert.  
 
    What the hell did I feel toward him now? At one point, I could honestly say the very thought of him made my skin crawl with disgust. I despised him and prayed for the day I never saw him again.  
 
    Thinking about his lips on mine, our cocks docked, had tingles prickling all over my skin. My mind drew up the memory of his husky voice calling my name while he swelled and came in my hold.  
 
    Lust heated my blood and spun around my stomach. That was not hatred I felt that day. His foreskin stretched over my cock while our heads rolled around under his tight fist had felt goddamn amazing. So amazing, that when I was having sex with Macy yesterday, I had found myself thinking of Beau, picturing him on his knees before me. So caught up in the fantasy, I had fucked her ass brutally, needing to bite my tongue to keep from calling out his name.  
 
    Still hadn’t managed to cum, though imagining he was the one squeezing my dick like a vise had been surreal. I had been disappointed when Macy squirted, for that meant the sex was over, and so had been the pleasure.  
 
    This morning, that little exchange at the bathroom…that wasn’t hatred, either. The thoughts consuming my work the last few hours were of protecting and embracing. Fixated on the sights and sounds of his urinating, I had battled my own urges of wanting to join him and cover him with piss, needing to know what he smelled like with my scent.  
 
    Never, in my life, had I had the want – need – to do something like that. Sure, I was aggressive and dominating, but that? No, that had never been on my radar. 
 
    Then again, neither had being intimate with another man, yet I had tried masturbating last night to his image, jerking my fist faster than ever. For nearly half an hour, I writhed on my sheets, yearning to feel his mouth around my head. 
 
    Unfortunately, there was still nothing. No climax, no cum, no ultimate satisfaction. I was broken and would never be a normal lover.  
 
    He spotted me, the beer lingering just in front of his mouth. His eyelids rounding, it lowered as he turned to face me. “Hey.” 
 
    I jutted my chin, fidgeting with the keys. What the hell was going on between us? The man had tortured me most of my life, and now I was daydreaming about fucking him? Getting turned on by him? Longing for his kisses? Was I a masochist? Or was this some, subconscious way of getting back at him for everything he’d done since I was a kid? Was I, in essence, trying to turn the tables so I was the one in charge?  
 
    And then what? Once I had him, was I going to purposely hurt him like he’d done me? 
 
    He slowly crept forward, so much longing and uncertainty in his light green eyes. My throat constricted, my heart rate speeding up. The sounds of his sobs echoed in my ears, twisting my soul in several directions. No, I had no intention of hurting Beau. He was suffering enough with PTSD and the loss of Grant. I wasn’t like him or his father, I didn’t get my kicks off torturing someone else. 
 
    His chest rising and falling to shallow breaths, he stopped a couple feet away, leisurely sweeping his sight along my form. A tremor rolled down my spine, my insides spinning faster. Beau was different, Grant and the war had changed him. There was compassion in him now, sympathy, brokenness. 
 
    No hope. Defeat.  
 
    “You…” He gulped, his Adam’s apple lurching. “Beautiful,” he said with another glance across my appearance. 
 
    My heart skipped, every hair standing on end. Christ, why did I enjoy it so much to have another man say that to me? It made no sense. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Going out to Suzie Q’s again?” 
 
    I nodded stiffly, looking away for only a split second before returning my focus to his stare. I couldn’t explain it, but seeing the way he looked at me was a natural high. It turned me on seeing how much he wanted me. 
 
    Needed…me. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked, motioning to the trampoline. 
 
    He twisted his waist to look at it, taking a drag off his cigarette. “Thinking.” 
 
    “About?” 
 
    He visibly tensed, his jaw muscles twitching. Slowly taking the cigarette from between his fingers, I tossed it aside, took his chin, and pulled him back around to look at me. His brows lifted, his nostrils flaring.  
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “The first time I kissed you.” 
 
    Excitement surged through my system, the corner of my mouth lifting with a half-smile. “And?” 
 
    His voice barely audible, he said, “It was amazing.” 
 
    My nerve endings were pulsating, breaking me out in a thin layer of perspiration. Even though he was a man, and I’d never even considered being attracted to one, I had to admit, that kiss was definitely amazing.  
 
    “Beau!” Robert shouted from inside the house. 
 
    Everything crashing, I let him go as he took a curt step backwards. Combing my fingers through my hair, I shifted from foot to foot. 
 
    “Where are you, son?” 
 
    I cleared my throat and unlocked the doors. “I gotta get going,” I mumbled, opening the driver’s. Putting my right foot on the floor, I was just about to slide behind the wheel when he softly called my name. 
 
    His chin was bowed, his eyelids clenched. Looking more vulnerable than I’d ever seen, his voice hitched with his words. “I know you’re not gay, but…did you like it?” He cast his attention to me through his lashes, fear shimmering in the darkness. “The kiss?” he asked on a quaking breath. 
 
    My pulse thumping against my chest, my insides shook, and my cock stirred. Slowly raking my sight down him and back up, I managed a small, weak smile. “Very much.” 
 
    He bristled, his eyelids so wide, the whites showed. His jaw falling slightly, he seemed to even stop breathing.  
 
    The side door swung open, Robert stepping onto the stoop. “There you are. What are you…Oh,” he griped, spotting me. “What the hell are you doing with the pansy? You really need to be careful. People see you talking to a fag, they might think you’re one, too.” 
 
    My heart sank at the pain in his eyes at his father’s words. Looking away, he downed a good portion of the beer. 
 
    A sudden notion occurring to me nearly had me laughing. All these years, that bastard mocked and ridiculed me for being gay, when I wasn’t, while praising his macho, Marine son…who was. The irony.  
 
    How was I not gay when touching and kissing a man turned me on? Had Robert been right, and I always had been, I just didn’t know it, or was I “gay for” Beau? Who the hell was I? I no longer knew.  
 
    “Go on, get,” Robert snapped, flipping his wrist toward me. “Come on, son, let’s get inside. You don’t need to be talking to him.” 
 
    He stared at me with that longingness that turned me to mush inside. He was older, bigger, and stronger, but in that moment, he was silently pleading for me to save and protect him.  
 
    “Beau! Now.” 
 
    His frame deflated with defeat, his head bobbed low as he climbed the steps.  
 
    I plopped to the seat, shut the door, and started the engine. Stealing one more glance my way, he paused, his expression one of pure anguish. Christ, how did no one see how much he was hurting? I understood his father overlooking it, but Mom? How had she not seen he was broken? 
 
    Bowing his head, he went inside and closed the door.  
 
    I sat there for a moment, staring at it, my heart bleeding for his sorrow. Sighing, I threw my arm over the passenger seat, shifted to reverse, and carefully backed out of the driveway.  
 
    No, I did not hate Beau Matcher anymore. If anything, I wanted to wrap my arms around him and protect him from everything that hurt him. Much like that day in my room, I wanted to soothe his pain. I wanted to take the torment from my tormentor.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Beau Matcher 
 
    My elbows on the bar, I lurked in the far corner, watching Cassius and his band playing on the stage. As far as I knew, he was unaware I was here. What was I doing here? Hadn’t I decided this was a bad idea? It was too soon after Grant, I wasn’t ready. The other day proved that.  
 
    Tossing back my third shot of whiskey, I set the glass on the surface, shuffling it back and forth between my thumb and middle finger. My brows low, I allowed the self-loathing to twist my insides with shame. As amazing as it had felt cumming in his hand, afterward, I had never felt so slimy. How the hell could I do that to Grant? The kind of love we had, what we meant to one another, and all the plans we’d been making for our future, a year didn’t seem like a long enough grieving period. Ten years, maybe. A hundred.  
 
    For two days, I had gone out of my way to avoid Cassius, unable to even look him in the eyes. The couple times I did, I saw confusion and rejection, and it had gutted me.  
 
    So why was I here? Spying on him, dwelling on that afternoon?  
 
    This wasn’t a good idea. I shouldn’t be here. Perhaps I should call up some of my old buddies and reunite.  
 
    Snorting, I rubbed the center of my forehead. As if they’d want to hear from me. Their lives moved on while I was gone, they wouldn’t want to see me. Besides, I wasn’t the same person. None of them would accept me now that I was gay.  
 
    No one in Alabama would accept that. Why did I come home? All the money I had saved to buy me and Grant a house when our enlistment was up, was sitting in my account, untouched. I had plenty of money to move anywhere in this country – this world – and I chose to come back to Montgomery.  
 
    What the hell was I doing here? The person I was now didn’t match the life I left behind. If my secrets were known, no one here would want me around.  
 
    My sight slowly moved over Cassius for the hundredth time since I sat down. His hair fell past his shoulders, parted to the side where a cowlick had the light brown locks falling over his face in lustrous waves. The white shirt he was wearing was unbuttoned to the middle of his torso, the material falling to the side to expose the left pec and tiny, dark nipple. Tucked into a pair of black skinny jeans low on his hips, a wide, black belt with metal studs wrapped around his waist. He wore black boots with large silver buckles on the sides, a foot tapping the floor while he strummed his guitar.  
 
    My focus trailed one of the veins in his forearm down to the leather cuff on his wrist, his fingers expertly playing the instrument. Just as skillfully as they had pleasured me a few days earlier.  
 
    Slowly making my way upward, my cock flexed at the leather collar around his throat. Christ, what I wouldn’t give to tuck my fingers in that metal loop, look him dead in the eyes, and tell him he was mine while fucking his tight ass.  
 
    Did you like it? The kiss? 
 
    Very much. 
 
    Cassius’s eyelashes lowered, his lips parting slightly. Tipping his head back, his face upturned, he stopped playing for a moment to give the drummer a short solo. Waiting, he put the pic between his teeth and combed his fingers through his hair. 
 
    Jesus fucking Christ, he was the most beautiful man I’d ever seen. As much as I loved Grant and ached without him, I simply could not stay away from Cassius.  
 
    The chick, Regina, was belting into the microphone, her features scrunched with the high note. He smiled, his profile to me to gaze at her. She danced to him, sliding her arm across his back. He blew her a kiss and then bobbed his head while striking the chords to rejoin the song. She kissed his cheek and swiped at the lipstick transfer with her thumb. 
 
    My teeth gnarling, my shoulders curled to my ears, all my muscles getting tight. Here came the side Grant had tried to tame, my jealousy. Were they fucking? Was she one of the girls he was with? They seemed awfully cozy up there. What if she gave him what no one else could? What if she somehow managed to make him cum? Would he fall in love with her? 
 
    I needed that to be me, I needed to be the one to finally break him through whatever was keeping him from orgasming. I had to be the one he fell in… 
 
    Bristling, ice water shot through my veins. What the hell was I thinking? What was wrong with me? How could I do this to the memory of Grant? He must be so disappointed in me.  
 
    Sitting up, I motioned to the bartender for another shot. He nodded, poured the glass, and brought it over, exchanging it for the empty one. Right as I was about to down it, movement caught my attention, and I froze. 
 
    There was a man standing in front of the stage, eyeing Cassius provocatively. My breath held with anticipation, the glass near my mouth, I could do nothing but watch. Cassius had said many times he wasn’t gay, but what if what happened between us got him curious? Would he be interested if the man tried to flirt?  
 
    His lashes lifted, the dark eyeliner making his irises pop out. His frame leaned back a bit, he scanned over his bandmembers with a smile. Bringing his focus back around, he spotted the man, the smile faltering. His Adam’s apple bobbing, the song came to an end, and he straightened his stance.  
 
    The man said something to him, so Cassius bent over to hear better, his hair falling around his shoulders. Tucking it behind an ear, he turned his face somewhat, the man leaning closer to it.  
 
    My pulse began to quicken, my teeth gritting. Cassius chuckled and shook his head, talking back. The man’s smile widened, and he dragged his palm up his arm to touch his hair.  
 
    Infuriated, I threw the glass down, spilling the whiskey. Hopping from my chair, my vision thick with redness, I stormed through the crowd. Cassius spotted me, his eyelids widening, his mouth opening. I grabbed the back of the man’s shirt and yanked him away, shoving him toward the bar that curved from one end to the other of the room.  
 
    He shouted with surprise, stumbling into the stools. “What the fuck?” 
 
    “Don’t…touch him!” I seethed, shaking my fists at my sides.  
 
    “Beau,” he wheezed from behind me. 
 
    “What is your problem, asshole?” the stranger shouted, righting himself. Tugging at his shirt to smooth it over his shoulders, he squared them off, ready to brawl.  
 
    “Keep your goddamn hands off him.” 
 
    “You got a problem, bitch? Let’s take this outside.” 
 
    I took one step, but Cassius’s hand gripped the crook of my neck, his thumb pressing into my nape. Some of the rage fizzled, just enough to allow me to see with normal vision without the blurry red.  
 
    “Don’t…touch him…again,” I growled, panting through my locked jaw. 
 
    He looked back and forth between us several times, his brows lifting. “Oh,” he sang, folding his arms. “I see.” 
 
    His fingers squeezed a little tighter when I opened my mouth to respond, prompting me to clamp it shut.  
 
    He held his palms out and chuckled. “Hey, I had no idea. I didn’t know he was spoken for. Sorry, man.” Turning, he strutted away, disappearing into the crowd.  
 
    I clenched my lids, taking shallow breaths through my nose to control my emotions.  
 
    “Hey, man,” Regina called out, squatting at the edge of the stage. “You gotta get a grip or Dane’s gonna ban you from coming back in here. That’s twice now, you can’t do that. He’s a ballbuster.” 
 
    Reluctantly, I turned around to look up at Cassius, his hand grazing across the width of my shoulders to lay on the opposite when I was facing him. Embarrassed and afraid he’d be angry I interfered with his gig, I once again held my breath.  
 
    A weak smile lifted one side of his mouth, his palm on my cheek. My heart racing and my stomach shaking, I tentatively held his wrist, stroking my thumb back and forth. He…wasn’t angry? But this was where all mine and Grant’s arguments stemmed from, even causing us to almost break up more than once. He was smiling!  
 
    Forgetting the rest of the world, I stepped closer, and he crouched. The smile faded, his irises glossing. The neck of the guitar over his shoulder, he searched my features, his own breathing growing shallow.  
 
    Anxiety shaking my insides, I muttered, “Cassius, I…I…” but couldn’t finish the sentence. What was I trying to say? My brain wasn’t cooperating.  
 
    His eyelids rounded some, his nostrils flaring. Bit by bit, the smile returned, his fingers adding pressure to pull me closer. My heart lurched, excitement rushing through my veins. Was he going to kiss me?  
 
    The microphone squealed and Regina started talking about their next song, breaking through the fog. I jolted and blinked rapidly, all the sounds of the bar rushing back into my ears. He let me go, burying his fingers in his hair to scratch the top of his scalp. Avoiding eye contact as he rose to his full height, he positioned the guitar and readjusted the strap.  
 
    I crept backward, unable to take my eyes off him. The song started, his focus on the instrument. Sitting on a stool, my heel hooking a rung, I crossed my arms and rested my back against the bar. A grin gradually worked through the last of the anger lingering, pride filling my chest at how amazing he was.  
 
    Every now and then, he would look my way, finding me ogling him intensely. He would blush, lower his lashes, and look away with a shy smile. The more I watched, the more a heaviness sank into my gut.  
 
    I was falling for him. After only a year without Grant, my heart had chosen another. I deserved neither his affection, nor Cassius’s. I was shit.  
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Cassius Straith 
 
    “So, what’s up with your brother, man?” 
 
    I glimpsed up at Charlie, my heart skipping a beat. Gulping the knot in my throat, I glanced out at the now empty bar, spotting Beau in the same position he’d been the last two hours. He’d barely moved a muscle since he sat down after the awkward incident.  
 
    “Step…brother,” I grumbled, our eyes locking.  
 
    He broke the stare just long enough to trail his sight along my bent over position. When he gazed at me again, his green eyes were smoldering, fire flickering so brightly, I was astonished I was the only one noticing. Holy hell, the way he looked at me had me breaking out in goosebumps. 
 
    “Whatever, man. He is off his rocker.” 
 
    I bolted to an upright position, gawking at him. “He is not.” 
 
    “What do you call it, then?” Billy snorted, wrapping the cords to the amp around his shoulder and elbow. “That’s twice he’s made a scene in here over someone talking to you.” 
 
    Regina’s brows were creased high with concern. “You know Dane, he’s not going to put up with this. Not only is Beau going to get himself banned, but us, too. This is the best paying gig we have, Cassius. The only regular one. You gotta do something.” 
 
    I glanced at him, frowning at the scowl as his sight bounced between me and her.  
 
    “Is this what you grew up with all those years, because if so, I finally get why you’re afraid of him.” 
 
    Faintly shaking my head, I breathed, “No.” This was not what I grew up with, and I was far from afraid of Beau now. I was terrified of the way he made me feel, but not the man.  
 
    “I bet he has PTSD.” 
 
    My heart sank, hearing his sobs in my ear, feeling his tears on my chest. He was definitely traumatized, all right. He was broken.  
 
    “That wouldn’t surprise me,” she said, taking the bundled cords from Billy to carefully place in the box. “My neighbor came back last year, and he’s never been the same. I mean, how can you after you’ve been to war?” Her arms shrugged out, her features scrunched. “How can you ever get over seeing some of the things these people do over there?” 
 
    “You think he’s killed someone?” 
 
    A bolt of lightning shot through my core, snatching my soul and stealing my breath. “Charlie!” I cried, spinning around to glare. “Don’t…don’t say stuff like that, huh?” 
 
    Surprised, he waved his palms. “Just curious, man. What did he do when he was in the Marines?” 
 
    I grimaced and bowed my chin. My voice hitching, I grumbled, “Infantry.” 
 
    The trio grew quiet, exchanged glances, and then looked at Beau who still had yet to look away from me.  
 
    “Oh, yeah, he’s killed then.” 
 
    “Billy, come on. Guys, can we…” I fisted my hair at my temples, my insides twisting in all different directions. “God, can we just change the subject?” 
 
    “Gina!” 
 
    At the sound of Dane’s voice, she hopped from the stage and jogged to the far end of the bar to get our money. The rest of the time we broke down our equipment, I was quiet, and the guys chatted about our next gig and some of the ideas they had to broaden our social media. Every now and then, I would check out Beau, find him watching me, and get a rush of excitement.  
 
    Regina returned, the money split up evenly, and handed it out. I folded the bills in half, pushed them to my back pocket, and helped them drag everything out the bar’s side entrance to load to the back of Billy’s van. Closing the door, I waved to them and said goodnight. Billy hopped behind the wheel, started the engine, and drove off while Regina and Charlie went to their vehicles.  
 
    My hands in my pockets, I stood there for a moment, enjoying the cool breeze on my sweaty skin.  
 
    “You fucking that girl?” 
 
    Cursing, I jumped from foot to foot and spun around so fast, my hair shot across my face. Alarm pattering my heartbeat, I slapped a palm to my chest and heaved a sigh of relief.  
 
    “Christ, Beau,” I rasped, bending over to grip my knees. “You gotta stop doing that.” 
 
    “You fucking her?” he asked with more authority. 
 
    “Who?” I asked, standing upright, my hands splaying to the sides.  
 
    He waved his arm at her car pulling out the lot. “The singer, Regina.” 
 
    My stomach churning, I shook my head and whispered, “No. I’m not.” 
 
    “Have you?” 
 
    Again, I shook my head, incapable of breaking the stare between us.  
 
    Some of his anger eased and he pushed a long, slow breath through his nose, his eyelids closing. When he looked at me again, all the resentment was gone.  
 
    “You were good tonight.” 
 
    Excitement tickled my veins, a nervous grin twitching my mouth. “Yeah?” 
 
    His Adam’s apple bobbing, his sight roamed over my features. His voice barely above a whisper, he said, “You were so beautiful up there.” 
 
    I’d never had someone call me beautiful before. Why did I love it so much? Handsome, gorgeous, cute…not beautiful. Anyone else said that to me, I would be offended. Coming from Beau, it sent prickles down my spine.  
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    The tension growing, he was breathing louder and quicker, his palm sliding across my cheek. Barely blinking, he closed the gap between us while I stood there, not breathing, vibrating with exhilaration. Keeping his eyes open, his lips brushed mine. 
 
    Shaking, I fisted the side of his tee shirt just over the waist of his jeans. That fire I’d seen earlier blazed in his irises, his heat engulfing me. My mouth opened, waiting for the kiss he wasn’t giving. His tongue flicked against my teeth, grazing my upper lip as he pulled it back.  
 
    Heady, I closed my eyes and took the initiative, claiming the kiss he was dangling in front of me. Tilting my head, my tongue filled his mouth, my arms circling around to fist the back of his shirt. He grunted, burying his hands in my hair.  
 
    Desire heating my blood, our heads slowly bobbed, neither of us being aggressive nor dominant. My dick started to harden, and so did his. A hand traveled down my back, his fingers tracing the dip of my spine. Cupping my ass cheek, he pulled me even closer, grinding against me erotically. 
 
    I moaned and broke out in goosebumps, my knees weakening. Until a few days ago, I had never kissed a man, never had the desire to. Standing in the middle of Suzie Q’s parking lot, where anyone could see, it didn’t even feel awkward. It felt right.  
 
    He was my stepbrother. 
 
    That voice had me jostling, breaking the kiss. Panting against his face, I found him still staring at me the whole time. Christ, why was that such a turn on?  
 
    Stepbrother.  
 
    Kissing another man wasn’t wrong, kissing my stepbrother sure as hell was.  
 
    Gulping down the knot, I stepped away and cleared my throat, staring at my boots. Fuck. Since I was five or six, I had been wishing Beau wasn’t my stepbrother. Then it was because I was afraid of him, now… 
 
    I cast a yearning gaze, my heart swelling at the way he was looking at me with so much need. Christ, now it was because I wanted him, I wanted him in ways brothers should not be feeling. Seeing him experiencing the same emotions only made this harder.  
 
    Finally looking away, he thumbed his nose, the mood ending. “So, ahem. What do you do now?” 
 
    I shrugged, looking around the parking lot to see if we were alone. Thankfully, we were.  
 
    “Dunno. Depends, really. Sometimes we go out to get something to eat, but most nights we just go home.” 
 
    His brows lifting, he held his arms out. “I can eat. You hungry?” 
 
    A gradual smile pulled at my mouth. “Yeah, I can eat. Let’s go.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Cassius Straith 
 
    When we first showed up to Denny’s, it had been crowded. Over an hour later, it was thinning out. I don’t know if it was because we were reaching four in the morning, or because me and Beau’s laughter was too loud, running people off.  
 
    He was hilarious! I never knew how funny he was. And all the impressions he made, he sounded just like the person he was mimicking. How did he change his voice and facial features like that? It was awesome. Yet again, since his return, I was seeing a side of him I never knew existed. 
 
    Maybe it hadn’t before. Maybe this was something new, even to him. The man who left here four years ago no longer existed. This new, improved version was remarkable. I prayed he stuck around, and this wasn’t some temporary phase he was going through because he was mourning.  
 
    Banging my palm to the table, I rolled on my side of the booth, tears popping out the corners of my eyes, I was laughing so hard. My side aching, I pulled it in and controlled myself. 
 
    “That is awesome, man. Oh my god, I haven’t laughed this hard in a long time.” 
 
    His smile turned a little timid, his cheek laying on a shoulder. Fidgeting with a sugar packet, he said, “Yeah, that was always G’s favorite one, too. His all-time favorite movie was The Godfather.” 
 
    The humor dwindling, I stared at him for a moment, sadness seeping into my bones. “How did that happen?” I heard myself asking. 
 
    He looked from me to the sugar several times, his brows furrowing. “What? You mean, me and him?” 
 
    “Yeah? I mean, if you don’t mind talking about it.” 
 
    He heaved a long sigh, resting his elbows on the table. “I dunno. We met our first day in bootcamp and we were instant friends.” 
 
    His head dipped low, his hair falling over his brow. Groaning, he lifted his hands to bury his face. “It was all too perfect, you know? I mean.” He sat up, slicing a hand through the air several times, his features scrunching with frustration. “Everything lined up so goddamn perfectly. We were assigned the same bunkbed, when training was over, we were sent to the same unit, then they paired us up in the same room. It was like we were meant to be together.” 
 
    I shifted my weight, cupping my palms around my now lukewarm coffee mug.  
 
    “About a year after we met,” he stated, his tone low and gruff. “I came back to the barracks early. I’d had a date and it had bombed. I mean, she was just awful, going on and on about how she wanted to be married and pregnant within two years.” He snorted, flashing an incredulous glance. “No fucking way, man. I could almost hear the shackles locking. I barely dodge Darla, I wasn’t about to fall down another rabbit hole.” 
 
    A snort caught my throat, but I remained quiet.  
 
    He sighed, cradling his forehead. “Anyway, when I went into our room, he was in there, laying in his bed, watching porn. Jacking off.” 
 
    My smile fell, envious of everyone who found satisfaction with sex. Sure, I enjoyed it, but only for the first few minutes. Always going in thinking this was the time I was going to cum, I usually got frustrated and released my anger on my lover when it became evident, I would not be rewarded with an orgasm.  
 
    “It was awkward at first, and he tried to cover up what he was doing, but, I mean.” He scoffed, fanning his hands out. “It was kind of obvious.” 
 
    He scooted to the corner of the booth and flung his arm across the back, drumming his fingertips to the table. Staring at them, not me, he said, “I don’t know why, but I laid down in my bed and started watching it, too. Next thing you know, we’re both masturbating, watching the television. 
 
    “About three months later, we went to Virginia for a concert, and stayed overnight in a hotel. By now, we were masturbating together almost daily. Sometimes, without porn.”  
 
    The corner of his mouth twitched as if he’d smile, his irises darkening. Picking up the sugar packet between his first two fingers, he tapped it to the surface, clearly struggling with his emotions.  
 
    “We were sitting on the couch, watching a porn and it switched over to a threesome with two guys. At first, we didn’t think nothing of it. I mean, we’d seen dp plenty of times. This time,” he said, bouncing those two fingers and the packet in the air. “The guys interacted with one another.” 
 
    My pulse started quickening, my blood thickening. My stomach swirling, I tried to paint images of the scene in my head.  
 
    “Both of us kind of just stopped and stared at the screen for several minutes. Then, I heard him jacking off again, so I looked at him and…He was staring at the tv and…and his hand laid on my thigh.” 
 
    I tilted my head, raking my sight along his frame. He didn’t even look like the same Beau I used to hate and be terrified of. He was gentle now, compassionate. Gorgeous.  
 
    “For some reason,” he snorted, drawing his shoulders to his ears. “I didn’t stop him.” 
 
    I recognized that astonished look, for I felt it that night on the trampoline. Like, there was a voice of reasoning in my head, telling me it was wrong, that was a guy, but my body had craved him like nothing else.  
 
    His brows lifted, his expression turning sadder, his voice quieter. “Then he was touching me. Christ, Cass,” he sighed, closing his eyes and shaking his head. “I had never felt something so amazing. I touched him, and within minutes, we were both cumming. That easily, we were hooked. We literally stayed up most of the night, doing it over and over, unable to keep our hands off one another. 
 
    “The first kiss,” he mumbled, a mischief smile spreading across his mouth. “Came about a month later when I found him talking to some guy at a bar. My jealousy got out of control, I started a fight, and was kicked out. I went back to the barracks and paced the floor for two hours until he came home. We argued, him yelling at me for being stupid because I could have gotten in trouble with our sergeant and…” His lips pursed, his arms shrugging out. “I blurted out he had no business talking to anyone else because he was mine.” 
 
    A weak smile curled, my sight transfixed on his light green eyes.  
 
    “He had been shocked,” he snorted, leaning on the table again. “And then he grabbed me and kissed me.” 
 
    His voice shook with that last statement, the sorrow etching his features once more. “That was the first night I docked.” He gazed at me almost coyly, a glint in his smoldering stare. “That was the night we went all the way.” 
 
    My grin faltered and fell, my mind spinning with images of me and him in that scenario. What would that be like? Fooling around like we’d done was one thing, actual penetration? Could I do that? Could I allow that to happen to me? 
 
    At that question, I leaned on the table, as well. My head tipped, I lowered my brows. “So, who was in control? I mean, who…Did you, or…” 
 
    His smile getting more mischief, he stretched his neck closer and wheezed, “Are you asking if I fucked or got fucked?” 
 
    A knot in my throat, my breaths jagged, I lost myself in his gaze and nodded slightly.  
 
    His focus fell to my lips, his own smile vanishing. Barely above a whisper, he said, “Both.” 
 
    My eyelids rounded, surprised at this answer. “He fucked you?” 
 
    Bit by bit, his sight rose to bear down into my eyes. “Every fucking day.” 
 
    Desire heated my flesh and my cock twitched. “And you liked it?” 
 
    A haze fell over his eyes, his nostrils flaring. “So fucking much, Cassius. It feels so goddamn good.” 
 
    I gulped, my mouth running dry. Completely hard, I found I had no words for a moment. When I did, the question I came up with stunned me. “And how do you like it, Beau?” 
 
    Fire was blazing in his irises, making the green almost jade. His face glistening with sweat, he whispered, “I like it hard, and I like it slow. It really depends on the mood. Always, I want it deep. So goddamn deep inside, Cassius. I want us to feel like we’re one person, I want your cock touching my goddamn soul.” 
 
    I shuddered, panting heavily. Holy shit, I wanted that, too. 
 
    His voice gravelly and breathy, he added, “It feels so good, I cum without touching my dick.” 
 
    Some of my arousal doused and I broke the stare. Coughing, I sat up, the spell broken. “There’s the difference between you and me. I can’t experience that.” 
 
    His hand lashed out to grab my wrist, a desperation in his gaze. “Give me a chance to see if I can change that. I promise, even if you can’t, you’ll still feel a pleasure you’ve never known before.” 
 
    He lifted a bit off the booth, stretching across the table to whisper for only me to hear. “Let me fuck you, Cassius. Let me show you what you’re missing.” 
 
    My heart racing, I was getting dizzy, vivid images filling my thoughts. “That first time, was Grant the one inside you?” 
 
    Some of his lust fizzled and he sank back to the seat, releasing my wrist. Thumbing his nose, he cleared his throat and turned his profile to me. “Yes. Believe it or not, he was the dominant one in our relationship. He…” A small chuckle pushed through his nose, his sight lowering. “He took charge and, Christ, Cass, I fucking let him.” 
 
    The chemistry subdued for the moment, I rested my elbows to the table and frowned. “I’m sorry. If you don’t want to talk about him, I understand.” 
 
    “No,” he replied instantly, shaking his head, his eyelids wide. “I…I enjoy talking about him. No one knew what we were to one another, I mean no one. We confided in no one. My dad sure as hell wouldn’t understand, neither would his parents, and god, can you imagine what the other Marines would have done?” 
 
    He scratched at his scalp, closing his eyes for a moment. “It’s nice, openly acknowledging what we had. It feels like I’m honoring him, in a way. It feels good to admit I was in love with him.” 
 
    My heart swelled at the adoration shining for Grant.  
 
    His words coarse, he muttered, “It kinda feels like he’s still here when I talk about our relationship, you know?” 
 
    My stomach sank with dread. He was nowhere near ready to move on. If I allowed something to happen between us, would I be rebound? Was he latching on to me like this because he needed a distraction from his heartache? Was I merely a fill in because what he wanted was gone? 
 
    Clearing my throat, I scanned the restaurant, made eye contact with the waitress, and motioned her to the table. 
 
    “We gotta go.” I leaned to one side to tug my wallet out my pocket. The chain rattling, I pulled out my credit card, closed it, and pushed it back in place.  
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “It’s really late and you know Mom likes Sundays to be all about family and special dinners. We should get home and get some sleep.” 
 
    I took the check, shimmied out the booth, and went to the cash register to pay. As I was signing the receipt, I cast a quick glance to find him peering at me sternly.  
 
    I had to resist because if I gave in, and it turned out I was just a rebound, I had a feeling I would be annihilated. Beau may not be my bully anymore, but he was still dangerous.  
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Cassius Straith 
 
    At seven in the morning, the temperature was already in the nineties, promising of a bullshit day. My arms stretching above my head, I yawned loudly. Scratching at a pit, I smacked my lips, strolling across the yard for the garage. A few feet away, I came to an abrupt halt, one of the doors already open.  
 
    For a moment, my heart burst with devastation, recalling an ugly scene about three years ago when I first converted it to my studio. Robert, embarrassed of his twink stepson’s artsy fartsy lifestyle, had gone in there one morning and destroyed almost a year’s worth of hard work. Had he done it again? He said he would make me regret it for getting his son arrested, had he followed through with that threat? 
 
    Licking my lips, my breath stuck in my throat, I craned my neck while taking hesitant steps, trying to see inside. “Please, please, please,” I chanted, my muscles stiffening around my bones.  
 
    Beau stood in the center of the room, wearing only a pair of jeans. His hair tousled, a bottle of beer was dangling at his side, tapping his thigh. 
 
    Flooded with relief, I pushed the breath through pursed lips and approached curiously. His waist twisting, he gazed at me, his sight slowly raking over my form before meeting my stare. My blood quickened, as did my pulse, my chin bowing as a blush rose to my cheeks.  
 
    “What are you doing up so early?” 
 
    Uneasy, I waved at the painting on the easel. “I, uh, ahem. I have to finish this today. The customer wants it for her husband’s birthday present this week.” 
 
    A mischief twinkle to his eyes, he asked, “Is it a naughty painting? Can I see?” 
 
    I chuckled and rubbed at my cheeks. They were still hurting from all the laughing we’d done when we went to Denny’s after the bar closed. I never knew how funny Beau was until this morning. He had me busting at the seams, tears running out my eyes. We had gotten so loud, people were leaving just to get away.  
 
    Going to the canvas, I removed the cloth for him to see. She was sitting on her knees, naked, her arms tied behind her back and then to her ankles. A ball gag in her mouth, her blonde hair fell around her shoulders, her eyes smiling. 
 
    His amusement fell, his jaw opening. “God…damn, Cass. She posed for you like that?” 
 
    Snickering, I shook my head, stretched for the table, and shuffled around the pages on the surface. Finding the printout with several different poses, I showed him.  
 
    “No, she sent me these.” 
 
    “Fuck!” He snatched it, gawking. “Goddamn, I’m hard.” 
 
    I carefully took it back and clipped it to the side of the easel so I could reference the shadows. Gathering the correct colors, I squeezed some onto the palette, got the right brush, and cast him a glance as I went to the painting.  
 
    He was watching me, his brows low, the bottle between his lips. It was seven, and he was already drinking. It was safe to say someone had a bit of a problem.  
 
    Thinking about some of the more serious subjects we broached during our time at the diner, I wasn’t too surprised. Beau needed counseling, but I seriously doubted he would go. He may be completely different than when he left, but he still had quite the pride issue, and speaking to a therapist would mean admitting vulnerability …something he would never do.  
 
    Loading the brush, I skillfully added the paint to the curved part of her ass, casting a proper shadow to give depth. Though I didn’t hear him move, I felt his heat behind me, and my body reacted right away. My heartrate sped up and my breathing shallowed. What the hell was it with this man to cause such reactions with me? I was not gay, not even curious. Yet, for some reason, Beau made me tingle from head to toe, just being nearby.  
 
    “It’s actually a shame she didn’t pose for you.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    “Because if she had, then that meant you knew Shibari, and that would have been impressive.” 
 
    Excitement tickling my stomach, I peeked over my shoulder, finding him staring at me, not the art. My breathing jagged and my voice husky, I arched a brow with a knowing smile. “I know Shibari.” 
 
    His eyelids rounded and for fifteen seconds, he didn’t even blink. “Really?” he asked, inching closer without actually touching. “Have you done it?” 
 
    I simply nodded, my heart thudding on my ribs. 
 
    His throat constricted, an exhale whistling his nostrils. “Are you…t-the…tied, or t-t-the…th-the one…” 
 
    My smile crept a little wider, my lashes lowering so I peered at him through them. “I am an artist, Beau. Everything is art to me. Even my lovers. So, yes, I am the one making my dolls beautiful with my ropes.” 
 
    “Oh, shit,” he rasped, breathing heavier.  
 
    Setting the palette on the stool, I gradually turned around to face him. Our stares locked, I plucked the beer from his fingers, extended my arm, and set it on the table. “Would you like to be a piece of my gallery?” 
 
    “Yes,” he croaked before I could finish the sentence.  
 
    Breaking the stare, my palm curled around the side of his torso, slowly dragging upward. My head tilting, my fingertips flitted over the scars, my thumb brushing a small, dark nipple.  
 
    A sudden inhale had his nostrils flaring, his chest puffing out.  
 
    “Do you want me to tie my ropes around you, Beau?” 
 
    His eyelids fluttered, a moan rumbling as he finally released the air. Slightly tipping his head back, my tongue snaked out to graze up the center of his throat to the apex of his chin. He shuddered and coughed, a fist gripping the side of my pants. 
 
    “Answer me,” I ordered, leering down the length of my nose.  
 
    “Whatever you want,” he said, his skin breaking out in goosebumps. 
 
    Narrowing my lids, I grabbed his chin, my thumb and fingers curling around his cheeks. Firmly tugging to make him look at me, I gritted my teeth and stated, “Unless you mean that, don’t say it.” 
 
    His light green irises were glossed, his hot pants on my face. “Oh, fuck, Cass.” 
 
    “Do you mean it?” 
 
    Stiffly nodding, he gulped loudly, trying to pull me closer. Instead, I curtly stepped away. He growled, grabbing at my hips to tug me back. Walking backward, never breaking our stare, I reached out and closed the door, despite knowing it would make this place over a hundred degrees in a matter of minutes. My head held high with confidence, I strutted to the corner behind the table and dragged the fur blanket out, spreading it in the center of the floor.  
 
    He was breathing faster, louder, watching every move I made.  
 
    I stood in the center of it and faced him, my stomach knotting with lust. Beau Matcher was about to find out who the hell I was. 
 
    Pointing in front, I barked, “Come here.” He hesitated, so I added, “Now. Don’t make me say it again.” 
 
    “Oh, shit,” he croaked, but obeyed. His steps awkward, he closed the distance, his sight roaming all over my form.  
 
    “Look at me.” 
 
    His attention fixed on my eyes, the whites showing around his irises.  
 
    “Unbutton your jeans.” 
 
    A hard swallow bobbing his Adam’s apple, he hastily worked at them, his stomach sinking slightly. Smirking, I placed my palms on his chest, petting, exploring the way he felt. Sweat already coating us both, a drop trickled down his temple to his jaw, dripping to my knuckles.  
 
    Bowing my head, I raked my tongue from the bottom of his sternum to the hollow of his throat. He choked on an inhale and froze, no longer breathing. My touch skating around to his back, my nails traced the dip of his spine, reveling that he shook violently against me. 
 
    “Oh, shit.” 
 
    Smiling against his skin, I tucked my hands into his jeans, cupped his ass cheeks, and pressed him against me. His cock fully erect, my hips rocked slightly to grind against it.  
 
    “Oh, shit,” he wheezed, dragging the words out.  
 
    Satisfied with his reaction, my teeth nipped his Adam’s apple while I squeezed and parted his cheeks. “Have you been tied up before, Beau?” 
 
    “Yes,” he answered quickly, gripping my biceps.  
 
    This surprised me. Because of the treatment I received from him most my life, I thought for sure he’d be the dominant in the relationship with Grant.  
 
    I stretched an arm, tucking my fingers between his cheeks to rub them up and down his crack. He shuddered, his forehead falling to my shoulder.  
 
    “Oh, god.” 
 
    Turning my chin, my mouth on his ear, I whispered, “Have you been fucked while tied up, Beau?” 
 
    “Yes. Oh, god, Cass.” 
 
    Smiling, my middle curled and circled the tiny hole. He choked on a gasp and tensed, folding his arms around my back tightly.  
 
    “Do you want me to fuck you?” 
 
    Groaning, his head shot up, his eyelids hooded and his mouth open, trying desperately to kiss me. I dodged, refusing. He whined, craning his neck, chasing, but I kept moving just out his reach. Whimpering, he dropped his forehead back to my shoulder, his nails digging into my shoulder blades. 
 
    “Please, Cass, oh, fuck, please.” 
 
    Returning my mouth to his ear, I asked, “What do you want? What does my doll want?” 
 
    Again, he shuddered, his open mouth dragging across my collar to nuzzle the crook of my neck. “I want you. Oh, fuck, I want you so bad, Cassius.” 
 
    Filled with arrogance, I couldn’t help the smirk. The man who had tortured me since I was five was now at my mercy. Today, Beau would learn that looks were deceiving.  
 
    “And if I asked you to suck my dick?” 
 
    He moaned and immediately sank to his knees, frantically pawing at my pants. I chuckled, cupped his chin, and slowly lifted him to his full height. 
 
    “Please,” he begged, gazing somberly.  
 
    The arrogance waned, my smile faltering. Knowing what I did about him, seeing the longing in his gaze, I had no desire to torment him as he’d done me. The opposite, in fact. I wanted to protect him, to shield him from further suffering. I wanted to give him what he lost when Grant passed away. 
 
    How could I give him that, however, when I was incapable of being an equal lover? I could not orgasm, I could never give him what Grant had.  
 
    “Cass,” he panted, a trembling hand cupping the side of my neck.  
 
    Dipping my head, I kissed the side of his jaw near his ear, trailing along his neck to his collar. My hands on the sides of his ribs under his arms, I inched my way lower, sinking to my knees.  
 
    “Oh, fuck,” he cried, jerking so hard, his leg shot behind to hold his balance.  
 
    Leisurely pulling his jeans down, my tongue circled his shallow navel, the hair tickling. I may have never been with a man, never had the desire to, but in this moment, I somehow knew exactly what Beau needed. Going on pure instinct, I bowed my chin and took him into my mouth. 
 
    “Fuck!” he hissed, lurching roughly to the side. “Oh, shit, oh, shit,” he whimpered, fisting my hair with both hands.  
 
    From our talking, I knew I had been the only intimate contact he’d had with anyone since he lost his boyfriend just over a year ago. I couldn’t imagine going so long without a physical connection. Even without being able to climax, I still craved a tender touch from my lovers.  
 
    To my surprise, his cock felt good. Hot, silky, firm, the skin pliable under my tight lips. Pressing my tongue to the underside, I slowly pulled back until only his head was behind my teeth. I gazed up at him, my own cock throbbing at his expression. 
 
    His chin on his chest, he was breathing erratically, a feral glint in his eyes. “Cassius,” he breathed, his upper lip twitching.  
 
    My eyelids rounded when my tongue brushed over his slit, tasting the precum. Salty and tangy but fucking…delicious. Suddenly ravenous, I growled and bobbed back down, taking him as deeply as I could comfortably. Some kind of dam broke and a flood of desire drowned me, turning me into a madman as I fisted his base and sucked that cock viciously. 
 
    “Oh, shit! Unh, oh my fucking god!” he cried out, his thighs shaking. His spine arching, he threw his head back, trembling everywhere. “Cassius, Cassius, unh, oh fuck.” 
 
    I needed more, I needed to taste all of him. Breaking away, gasping for a breath, I gripped his hips and urged him to his knees. His expression one of awe, he dropped with a thud, completely entranced.  
 
    “Jesus…Christ…” 
 
    “Lay down, doll,” I ordered, petting up and down his sides.  
 
    Stunned, he did as I asked, barely blinking or taking a breath. I gradually crawled up him, licking, kissing, rubbing along his torso. Lingering to swirl my tongue around his nipple, I closed my lips and added a little nip of my teeth. 
 
    He squirmed, one arm stretched across the blanket, the heel of his palm pressing to a temple. “Oh, god, baby.” 
 
    Shooting upward so my face hovered above, I was gyrating my hips to his, the thin layer of my pants allowing me to feel his cock rolling against mine.  
 
    My tone softly spoken, but with authority, I said, “I am not your baby. I am your master, Beau.” 
 
    His eyelids wide, he gulped, a hint of trepidation in his gems. 
 
    “Say it. Tell me who I am.” 
 
    When he hesitated, I stopped my movements and began to pull away. He hooked his ankle behind my calf, grabbed an ass cheek, and pulled me back. 
 
    “Master,” he breathed quietly. 
 
    “You will call me that, or sir.” 
 
    He nodded faintly with another gulp. “Yes…Yes…s-s-sir.” 
 
    “This is who I am, Beau,” I continued, pushing my weight into his pelvis. 
 
    His jaw fell with a choked breath, his eyes rolling slightly. 
 
    “I am in control. I own, I possess, I control, or I walk, and you don’t get a second chance.” 
 
    His nostrils were flaring with each labored exhale, his fingers digging into my cheek. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “You’ve underestimated me too many years, doll. Today, you learned who I am. Who am I?” 
 
    “Master,” he groaned immediately, the haze over his eyes thickening. “Oh, shit.” 
 
    Bit by bit, a proud grin curled my mouth. “You want to be mine?” 
 
    “Oh, hell yeah.” 
 
    My heart skipped a beat, knowing the significance of that admission. I knew how in love with Grant he was…still was. For him to be so eager to give himself to me, it was an honor I would not take lightly. 
 
    My palm laid to the side of his face, my weight into one arm. Laying my cheek to that shoulder, I scrutinized his expression, wanting to memorize the way he was looking at me in this moment. Lowering my voice, I said, “I won’t hurt you, Beau.” 
 
    He froze, his complexion blanching.  
 
    One of my legs lifted to drape over his to hold my balance better. Trailing my sight to his torso, I first rubbed at his scars, then the memorial tattoo before bringing my focus to his once more. “You’ve been hurt enough, doll. You’ve suffered enough for a lifetime. I’ll take care of you from now on.” 
 
    His brows arched, his chin shaking. Hooking his arms behind my neck, he pulled me to his chest, his face in my throat. Whimpering, he clung to me and silently wept.  
 
    I scooted to the fur blanket and got comfortable, holding, petting, and kissing his sorrows away. The sexual current faded, we merely laid there well into the midafternoon hours. Long after his emotions leveled out, we didn’t move or speak. His head on my chest, his arm draped around me, I stared at the ceiling, being the strength he needed, trying to will his broken heart back together. I didn’t know what the hell was happening between us, but I knew enough to not fight the connection.  
 
    Beau needed me. That’s what mattered. I would give him hope, heal his grief, and make him happy. If he could overlook my flaw, I would give him everything he asked for, and more.  
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    Cassius Straith 
 
    Unable to handle the heat anymore, I shifted my weight to ease out from beneath him. The fur was soaked with our sweat, sticking to my skin as I sat up. My weight to one side of my hip and a hand, I lifted the other leg to rest my elbow to the knee, staring down at him. 
 
    What the hell happened when he left here four years ago? He was so damn different now. Kind, compassionate, vulnerable. Was this the new Beau, the one that would stick around, or would the old, callous, insensitive bastard begin to rear his ugly self the more he moved on from his grief? Was he like this because he was vulnerable at the time? 
 
    Raking my sight along his sleeping frame, my pulse was gradually picking up its pace. Lying somewhat on his right side, the arm stretched out because it had been beneath me, his forehead was now on his inner bicep. His right leg also straight, the left was somewhat on top, his foot jutted out behind. His arm folded over his torso, his fingers dangled just above the base of his exposed cock, his jeans still around his lower thighs.  
 
    Curious, I tilted my head, having never examined one uncut and soft before. Snorting through my nostrils, my brows lifting. Other than my own and what I’d seen in porns, I’d never seen any dick up close.  
 
    My bottom lip puckered, and my brows lifted. I was surprised to discover I found it rather appealing. Sexy. Perhaps Robert knew what he was talking about all these years. Maybe I was gay.  
 
    The way I was ready to devour him earlier, I would say there was a little more than maybe about that. Was I interested in all men, or just Beau? I could honestly say it hadn’t always been there, lurking and just unnoticed. Until him, I had never harbored an ounce of attraction for another man.  
 
    Now, I couldn’t say that, for I was more than attracted to him. I was slowly becoming obsessed.  
 
    Quietly rising to my feet, I wiped at my face and then shook my hand, the sweat splattering on the cement floor. Going to the painting I was supposed to finish today, I took it down, leaned it against the wall, and found a blank canvas. Silently moving about, I loaded the palette with fresh paint, the old ones sticky and dry. Getting a clean brush, I carefully moved the easel to not make a sound, sat on the stool, and began painting him.  
 
    My head tipping one way then the other, I studied every inch, immortalizing it on canvas and in my brain. Coming to his midsection, my movements slowed but my pulse quickened. Visually tracing his cock lying on his thigh, the memory of him stretching his skin over mine and stroking them together had me shuddering, a low, angsty moan pouring from my throat. Christ, had that felt amazing! The single action had given me more sexual pleasure than anything I’d ever experienced through my lovers or myself.  
 
    Lust pushing the blood into my balls, I began to harden, no longer functioning as an artist. Now, I was solely gazing at him with hunger, ownership kicking in full force. Oh yeah, he was mine. I may never have intended on being with a man, but something was happening between us, and I was craving more.  
 
    Tossing the palette to the table, I pushed my pants down and gripped myself, firmly stroking base to tip while recalling the taste of his precum.  Dizzy, I arched my neck to look down my nose, my mouth watering. Fuck, why did he have to taste so goddamn good? I could drink him all day long.  
 
    “Beau,” I mouthed, speeding up my pumps.  
 
    He stirred, shifting to his back. Rolling his head to the side, his legs stretched, his cock sliding between his thighs.  
 
    I grunted, yanking a little harder, the desire thickening. My brain painted images of being inside him, those muscular legs wrapped around my waist, his light green eyes gazing at me like he had earlier.  
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
    He sighed, his sweat covered body squirming on the blanket. My fist stroking faster, the sound of the friction of flesh grew louder. My sight blurring, tingles ran down my spine, making every hair stand on end.  
 
    His features scrunched and then relaxed, his lashes lifting. Immediately reaching for me, he rose to his elbows when I wasn’t there.  
 
    I liked that was his first instinct. He should automatically look for me. Being his owner now, he should always seek me first, above any one or thing.  
 
    Hearing me, he sat up and quickly turned around, his mouth parting. Staring at me, he was instantly aroused, his cock twitching and jerking to harden. 
 
    “Goddamn, Cass,” he whispered, palming his erection. “You’re so fucking beautiful.” 
 
    My jaw fell with a grunt, goosebumps spreading down my arms. “Let me see your dick, doll. Get on your knees.” 
 
    A gulp lurching his Adam’s apple, he rose and scooted around to face me. Staring at him, I watched in fascination as it grew thicker, harder, longer, the skin gradually shrinking to reveal a shiny, dark head. 
 
    “Touch yourself.” 
 
    Without hesitation, he grasped himself, matching my strokes. Both of us jacking off, the sounds were getting louder. Pushing his jeans further down, he sank to his haunches, emitting a gravelly breath. His other palm ran down his abdomen, between his thighs, to cup his balls.  
 
    “Oh my god, you’re fucking beautiful.” 
 
    “You belong to me now, Beau.” 
 
    His brows lifting, his hips jutted forward, his mouth opening and closing to his breaths. “Cass—” 
 
    “Sir!” I barked with a glare. “Remember your place. I own you.” 
 
    “Oh, fuck.” His spine curving so his shoulders were hunched, he was yanking harder, his flesh clapping over mine. His free palm falling to the blanket, he was bent over, making all kinds of sexy sounds. His eyelids hooded, he was thrusting, his fingers curling into a fist around the fur. 
 
    I stood, my stance wide. Letting go of myself, my arms fell to my sides, letting him look at me. My stomach whirled that it seemed to turn him on further.  
 
    “So beautiful. Unh, you’re so beautiful, sir.” 
 
    Licking my palm slowly, I returned it to my dick with deliberate, forceful strokes. 
 
    “Oh, god, that was hot.” 
 
    “You turn me on, Beau. I find you very sexy.” 
 
    His eyes rolled just for a second before his focus returned to mine. He liked to keep eye contact, and that pleased me.  
 
    “Are you going to be a good boy for me?” 
 
    “Oh, yes, sir.” 
 
    “I want to make you happy, doll. Trust in me, and I will give you what I can of the world.” 
 
    “Unh, oh god. I’m cumming.” 
 
    My heart skipping, I intensified my strokes, concentrating on orgasming. Could he be what broke through my barrier? Could Beau be the one to finally make me cum? God knows, nothing else had worked.  
 
    Our eyes locked, the only sound was of our heavy breaths and fists clapping against our dicks. He rose to his knees again and then sank to his haunches once more. Throwing his head back, he fell into his palm behind him, thrusting into the air with his growing moans. 
 
    “Oh, god, I’m there,” he croaked, his cheek on his shoulder to keep our gaze.  
 
    Frowning, I stopped and watched him climax. His mouth gaping, he moaned loudly, thin, milky cum shooting up his torso and over his fingers.  
 
    “Oh, fuck, unh, sir. Oh my god, Cassius.” 
 
    Disappointment sank into my bones, my stomach turning over. Curious, I gazed at his balls twitching, the vein on the side of his cock pulsating as more cum spurted out.  
 
    No orgasm for me, as usual.  
 
    Cursing, I tugged my pants to my waist and stormed out of the garage, slamming the door. What the fuck was wrong with me? Why did nothing I do help?  
 
    Stomping across the yard, I flung open the door and went to my room, locking myself in. I went to the bathroom, turned on the shower, and stripped. Climbing under the cold stream, I pressed my palms against the wall, clenching my eyelids.  
 
    Something was broken inside, and it looked as if I would never find a cure. I was a lousy owner, unable to give him what he needed. I should stop this before it went any further. Beau had already been devastated by Grant’s death, I didn’t want to further his grief.  
 
    Until, or unless, I figured out what was wrong with me, I had no business being with anyone. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20  
 
      
 
    Cassius Straith  
 
    Beau had been stalking me all week. A constant shadow, every time I turned around, there he was. Gazing, forlornly, his eyes full of sadness. I claimed him and then abruptly took off, avoiding him as much as possible. Of course, he was upset.  
 
    I was a dick. Giving the man what he wanted, just to snatch it away immediately with no explanation. Dodging him every chance I got, like he was the plague. Even though I’d had no intentions of returning the torture he’d bestowed upon me, that was exactly what I’d done.  
 
    Scratching my scalp, I huffed, tucking the hair behind my ear. My feet laden with regret, I strode down the hallway for the kitchen, just to stop when I found Mom pacing the living room in the dark. Concerned, I flipped the light and squinted.  
 
    She startled, spinning around to gaze at me. A forced giggle hitching her throat, she batted her lashes. “Oh, hi, baby. What…wh- what are you doing up?” 
 
    “It’s hot and I’m thirsty. What are you doing up?” 
 
    Her brows lifting, she went to the window between the front door and fireplace, pushing the curtain aside to peek out. “Um, nothing.” 
 
    “Mom?” 
 
    She whimpered, bounced on her knees, and spun around to gaze at me. “I’m just…I’m just waiting for Beau to get home.” 
 
    Taken aback, I peered down the hallway over my shoulder. He wasn’t in his room? Where had he gone? 
 
    “I didn’t know he wasn’t here.” 
 
    She was pacing again, wringing her fingers together. “He left a while ago. I was upstairs and just happened to look out to see him speeding off.” 
 
    “Why are you so worried?” 
 
    She stilled, blinking rapidly. The smile nowhere reaching her light brown eyes, she shrugged. “Not worried. I mean, I’m a mom, it’s my job.” 
 
    “He’s twenty-five years old, though.” 
 
    Her throat constricted, the grin wavering, her voice cracking. “Still my little boy.” 
 
    A small chuckle pushed through my nostrils as I shook my head, rubbing a temple. “He’s fine, Mom. Go on to bed.” 
 
    “I will, I will. Promise. As soon as—” 
 
    Lights spilled through the windows, illuminating everything. The brakes on Robert’s car squealed, and the vehicle came to a stop. 
 
    Mom heaved a sigh and cradled her forehead. “Okay. I’m going to head to bed now.” Strolling by, her features wrinkled as she blew a kiss and patted my cheek. “Goodnight, baby.” 
 
    “Goodnight, Mom.” 
 
    She hurried down the hall to the stairs, her weight making them creak. Right as the bedroom door shut, the front swung open, and Beau staggered inside. 
 
    My stomach bottomed out, horrified he was sloppy drunk. He drove in this condition? Was he insane? How in the hell had he managed to successfully get home without crashing? It was a miracle! 
 
    Seeing me, he snorted and slammed the door, dropping the keys to the hook on the wall. They missed and clattered to the floor, but he didn’t notice.  
 
    “Well, hello, sir,” he emphasized, the words slurred. His eyes bloodshot, he was zigzagging closer, bumping into me.  
 
    “Beau.” 
 
    Fisting my hair and tugging backward, he forced my neck to bend to make eye contact. His foul breath on my face, he groaned and crushed his lips to mine.  
 
    My insides turned over, a rush of adrenaline making me dizzy. After the initial shock, the bitter taste of booze vanished and all I could taste was his soft, firm tongue stroking mine and fanning lust in my veins.  
 
    He grew aggressive, grabbing my shoulders and throwing me against the wall, pinning me. My heart lurched, my knees weakening as my cock pulsated.  
 
    Grabbing it through my sweats, he clutched it like a goddamn vise and yanked…yanked my fucking soul straight out my body. A cold wave shot through me, my eyes rolling to black. Choking on a breath, I fell forward, my opened mouth on his shoulder as I wheezed, “Oh, fuck!” 
 
    He snickered, stumbling away to venture down the hallway. Banging back and forth between the walls, he shoved open his bedroom door. 
 
    Tingling head to toe, I gripped the kitchen’s archway, rubbing at my bulge. My toes curled to my soles, I was shuddering, the muscles tight, aching, throbbing.  
 
    “Jesus, fuck,” I murmured, gulping air into my burning lungs. Never, in all my years of being sexually active, had anything felt that amazing. Christ! 
 
    Furniture banged and glass shattered, snapping me out of the haze. Forcing myself to function, I hurried to his room.  
 
    He was partially in his bed, one leg hanging off. On his side, he had knocked over the nightside table, shattering an empty beer bottle. His mouth gaping, he was passed out, snoring.  
 
    I clucked my teeth and clenched my eyelids. Going to him, I unlaced his shoes, removed them, and tossed them aside. Hoisting his leg onto the mattress, careful to not step in the glass, I pushed him all the way to his back.  
 
    Sadness cinching my chest, I sat beside him, petting his cheek. Partially lying on him, I examined his features up close, something inside aching for this man. Visually tracing every inch, I began humming Colbie Caillat’s When The Darkness Comes. 
 
    He stirred, his lashes lifting. His brows arching, he uttered, “Master,” and then passed out once more. 
 
    Elation jostled my soul, a small smile tugging my mouth. My cheek on my bicep, I continued to pet, touch, explore while singing the lyrics softly.  
 
    I was all wrong for him. Because of my inability to be the kind of lover he needed, the best decision I could make would be to stay away from him. Let him heal and find someone more suited, someone who could fulfill all his needs.  
 
    My heart sinking, the last of the words fading on my voice, I gulped the emotions from my throat. Unfortunately, I didn’t think I could.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    Cassius Straith 
 
    Slouching in my chair at Suzie Q’s, I was bobbing my straw up and down in my drink, watching a drop of condensation trickle down the side. Confusion the main focus in my brain these days, I didn’t even bother to try to make sense of anything. All week, I had been able to concentrate on hardly anything other than watching Beau masturbate on the fur blanket in my studio. No woman I’d ever been with had turned me on as much or been as sexy.  
 
    A man. A goddamn man.  
 
    Yet, it still wasn’t enough to make me cum. Why was I denied what everyone else seemed to enjoy? Why could I not function normally? The other day, in that studio, our eyes locked, the scent of our sweat filling the air, listening to our fists clap against our damp flesh, I had never been so aroused. It had been a living, breathing entity on its own, taking over my mind, body, and thoughts. I had been consumed. And when his breathy voice called me sir, the floor had rumbled beneath me, my soul leaving my physical body for a few moments.  
 
    I had thought, for sure, that would break me. In that instance, I just knew I was about to explode and cum every goddamn where.  
 
    Nothing. Not a damn thing.  
 
    Tuning out Billy, Charlie, and Regina’s chatter, I heaved a sigh and skimmed the bar. My sight fell on light green eyes and my heart skipped a beat. I wasn’t even the slightest bit surprised to find him here. He’d pretty much been stalking me since the garage earlier that week. No matter how much I tried to avoid him, he was there, silently watching, pleading with his gaze.  
 
    Christ, the way he was looking at me. How in the hell had I been able to deny him all this week? So much need and longing, so much desperation. Beau was basically crying out to me, and I had walked away from him each and every time.  
 
    Clearing my throat, I picked up my glass and excused myself. His lids rounded and his spine stiffened when he realized I was approaching. A little bit at a time, he was turning on the stool, so we were face to face by the time I reached him. 
 
    “Hi,” he muttered nervously.  
 
    “How long you been here?” 
 
    Timidly looking away, he pulled at his nape and coughed. “As long as you.” 
 
    Yeah, I kind of expected that answer.  
 
    “Why…ahem.” He bowed his chin and gripped his knees. Not looking at me, he asked, “Why are you avoiding me?” 
 
    Exasperated, my eyes rolled, my weight leaning to one leg. “Because I can’t give you what you need, doll.” 
 
    His head bobbed up, wide, frantic eyes peering at me. “Yes, you can.” 
 
    “Beau,” I whispered, looking around to make sure no one was listening. “I cannot cum. I told you that.” 
 
    He gripped the front of my shirt and tugged me closer. “I don’t care,” he answered, his brows creasing. “I want you, Cassius. I fucking need you.” 
 
    My pulse thumping, my stomach was whirling, these sensations new but not unpleasant. Holding his stare, I reached around him to set my soda on the bar. Not caring we weren’t alone, I cupped the side of his cheek and scooted closer between his knees. 
 
    “If I never have an orgasm?” 
 
    Sadness shimmered in his light pools, his lips taut in a frown. “You think the only thing I feel for you is sexual? Cass, I am just as confused by what’s happening as you are, but…it’s more than sex.” 
 
    My teeth gritted and my nostrils flared. “What is this, exactly?” 
 
    “I…I-I…” 
 
    Seeing what he was incapable of saying, astonishment hit me like a ton of bricks. Holy shit. He was falling for me. But how? He’d only been home for a couple weeks and he was still grieving Grant. How was he falling?  
 
    Beau was getting flustered and anxious, so I gently gripped the wrist still clutching my tee shirt. “Hey, hey, calm down, doll. Shh, it’s okay, you don’t have to say it just yet.” 
 
    A jagged breath shook his chest, his eyelids briefly closing. He was terrified of the feelings he had toward me, that was clear to see.  
 
    “Thank you, baby,” he said, his frame deflating.  
 
    Tucking a finger under his chin, I lifted and gave a stern stare. “What did I tell you? I’m not your baby. My mother calls me baby.” 
 
    He snickered, some of his trepidation waning. “Yeah, she still calls me that, too.” 
 
    That one sentence had us both tensing, our eyelids rounding. My stomach bottoming out, my fingers slowly uncurled, and I stepped backward. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” he croaked with a trace of panic. 
 
    What the fuck were we doing? We were stepbrothers. This wasn’t allowed! His attachment to his dead boyfriend and my sexual hangups aside, we were brothers! What were we thinking? 
 
    Shaking my head with dismay, I turned and hurried out the bar, needing some fresh air on my suddenly clammy skin. Bursting through the exit, I went to my mom’s car, hopped behind the wheel, and slammed the door.  
 
    “Fuck!” I shouted, banging my fist to the dashboard.  
 
    I threw my head back and closed my eyelids, gripping the wheel until my knuckles hurt. Realizing a second too late he had followed, I tried to lock the doors, but he swung open the passenger and dropped to the seat. Not even all the way in, a foot still on the pavement, he reached over the console, grabbed my chin, and yanked to force eye contact.  
 
    “I don’t care, Cassius,” he panted with that goddamn longing gaze that drove me crazy. “I don’t care you’re my stepbrother. It doesn’t matter to me.” 
 
    “Others will disagree.” 
 
    “To hell with them,” he shouted. Pulling his leg in to close the door, he was leaning on the console, pleading with his gaze. 
 
    “I will not be hidden,” I barked, shifting my weight to face him. “That means people will know you’re mine. Family and friends will know you are not only gay, but with your stepbrother.” 
 
    His irises glinted in the dimly lit parking lot. “Oh, fuck yeah, I want that.” 
 
    Taken aback, I searched his features, seeing his truth. “You’re ready for the backlash, the gossip, the slander, the name calling. All your friends are going to have a field day with this.” 
 
    Licking his lips, he was breathing irregularly. “I don’t care.” 
 
    My chin tucking to my shoulder, a realization was finally sinking into my thoughts. “Why haven’t you contacted any of your old friends since you’ve been home?” 
 
    He was fixating on my mouth, craning his neck, trying to kiss me. “We’re not friends anymore.” 
 
    I leaned away, refusing contact. “Why?” 
 
    “Sir, please.” 
 
    My fingers around his throat, I carefully tugged and made him look at me. “Why aren’t you friends with them anymore?” 
 
    His Adam’s apple lurching against my palm, his glossed gaze sad. Lost. Forlorn. “They would never understand my changes. They wouldn’t accept them. I don’t even want to try, I know them. I outgrew them. Sir. Please.” 
 
    My heart racing, excitement was buzzing through my veins, rushing my brain with too much adrenaline to give me a natural high. “And your father? What about when Robert finds out you’re my doll?” 
 
    “I don’t care. Cassius!” he whined, clutching my shirt. 
 
    “You don’t care if your bigot father has a problem with us being together?” 
 
    “No, I don’t.” 
 
    “He’ll disown you.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “You’ll give up your father for me?” 
 
    He gulped, loudly, his heavy pants filling the car. “I’ll give up everyone and everything for you, sir. Please,” he begged, barely audible. 
 
    My heart lodged to my throat, and I grew dizzy. Beau wasn’t falling for me, he was in love.  
 
    Tugging him forward, I crushed my mouth to his, thrusting my tongue forward. He sagged with a drawn out groan, clinging to the sides of my neck. Shoving the console up, I scooted closer, pressing him to his seat and leaning into his chest. The kiss intensifying, he shook, folding his arms behind my back to squeeze my ribs tightly.  
 
    When my lungs began to burn, I broke away to gasp for a breath, our noses still touching, our lips grazing. Slowly lifting my lashes, I found him already looking at me.  
 
    “Cass…I…I…” 
 
    Faintly shaking my head, I planted a tiny kiss to his mouth and said, “Say it when you’re ready, doll. No rush.” 
 
    “But I need you to know—” 
 
    Another quick kiss to silence him. “I know, Beau. I know.” 
 
    Completely deflating, he threw his head back and released a sigh that I could almost physically feel. Scattering kisses all over his face, jaw, and neck, I made my way to his ear to whisper.  
 
    “Thank you. I won’t take advantage, I promise. I’m honored. You’re safe with me.” 
 
    He made a sad, whimpering sound, fisting the back of my shirt. Frantic, he craned his neck and claimed another passionate kiss, tangling his fingers in my hair. The desire getting out of control, I pulled away, smiling that he desperately chased. I loved that he loved to kiss so much.  
 
    “Shh, calm down.” I petted his cheek. “I gotta get back inside.” 
 
    He frowned and shrunk, his elbow banging to the window to rub at his forehead. “Yeah, okay.” 
 
    Tipping my chin, my fingers gently stroking the side of his neck, I couldn’t imagine how lonely he was. Losing all his friends to have Grant, just to lose him, as well. He had no one. I was the only one he talked to besides our parents. 
 
    Curling one side of my mouth to a half smile, I made amotion with my head. “I want you to meet the band.” 
 
    His eyelids snapped wide, his breaths ceasing. Creeping his attention around to gawk, he swallowed loudly. “You do?” 
 
    Flashing a full smile, I nodded. “I won’t be hidden, and I won’t hide you. Yeah, I want you to be a part of my regular circle. I’m…I’m not ashamed of you, Beau.” 
 
    His eyelids rounded.  
 
    “If they’re going to shun us, I need to find out now.” 
 
    “And…if they do?” 
 
    “Then I guess it’s you and me against the world. You ready for that?” 
 
    He gave a tiny, stiff nod. “Fuck, yes.” 
 
    My stomach turned over. My palm on his cheek, my thumb brushed his mouth. “Me, too.” 
 
    He held my wrist, and we simply stared at one another for almost a full minute. Finally, I sat in my seat, raking my fingers through my hair.  
 
    “Let’s go. Time for you to meet the band.” 
 
    He smiled and we got out the car. Rounding the rear, his hands shoved in his pockets, he cast timid glimpses my way as we headed back inside.  
 
    I wasn’t looking forward to it, but if the guys were going to cut me off because of Beau, I’d rather learn sooner than later, for I didn’t think I could walk away from him if backed into a corner.  
 
    I was falling, too.  
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    Cassius Straith 
 
    Though he’d been a little introverted at first, as the night progressed, Beau began to unwind with my friends and soon, he had them all rolling with laughter, just like he did me when we went to Denny’s a few nights ago. I sat back with a relaxed stance, one hand drumming on the table, the other propped on my thigh, a leg jutted beneath. Watching my people interact with him was endearing. I liked seeing him mingling in my circle. He looked good when he was smiling. He looked like he belonged.  
 
    He brought a bottle to his lips and finished off his fourth beer, sinking my good mood. How much of his light spirit right now had to do with him feeling comfortable, or was it the booze? Beau had a drinking problem that severely unsettled my nerves.  
 
    Setting the empty bottle on the table, he raised his hand to motion at the bartender, ordering another. I sat up, made eye contact with Kyle, and shook my head. Beau noticed the interaction and looked back and forth between us. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Anxious, I tucked my hair behind my ear, scooting my chair closer to the table. My elbows on the surface, I leaned forward, lowering my voice so only he could hear.  
 
    “I don’t want you having anymore.” 
 
    He snorted and flipped a dismissive hand. “What are you talking about, I—” 
 
    Gripping his chin, I snatched his focus back to mine with a sneer. My teeth grinding, I said with authority, “What did you tell me, doll? Anything I want. You remember that?” 
 
    His expression fell, his lids rounding. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “I want you sober and healthy. No more drinking, and no more smoking.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    Squeezing my fingers to push his cheeks into his teeth, I bent closer, smelling the booze on his breath. “Do not disobey me, Beau.” 
 
    He gulped, a haze clouding his light green eyes.  
 
    Stretching my neck so our noses bumped, I asked, “Who do you belong to?” 
 
    “You,” he rasped, gripping my wrist. 
 
    “That’s right. You started this, don’t forget that. Now I own you, and I have no intentions of letting you go any time soon, so you’re stuck with me. Deal with it.” 
 
    His lips parting, he craned his neck to kiss me, but I dodged, staying just out of his reach.  
 
    “You want me, doll?” 
 
    “Yes,” he answered quickly, his other hand touching my thigh under the table.  
 
    “Then behave and do as you’re told. I said no more. I will only do what’s best for you, and this is what you need. I promise you won’t miss them once they’re gone. You don’t need them.” 
 
    “I need…” He gulped, trying again with a failed kiss. Unsuccessful, he made a quiet whimper and finished with, “You.” 
 
    Christ, why did he have to look at me with so much yearning? It drove me crazy. The sounds of the bar faded, the lights, the smells, everything. All I saw were those light green irises glossing, gazing at me as if I were his salvation. His heat enveloped me, and I could almost hear the pounding of his heart.  
 
    “Uh, what…the hell is going on?” Billy asked, breaking through my thoughts.  
 
    My rapid pulse came to a screeching halt, both our eyes rounding. I guess it was time to see where my friends’ devotion truly lay where it came to me, time to push the limits and see how far they were willing to go to stick by my side.  
 
    “Um. Cassius?” Regina squeaked.  
 
    “Dude, what the hell is this?” Charlie wheezed. 
 
    Slowly sitting up, maintaining eye contact with Beau, my fingers brushed down his neck before tapering off when I reached the collar of his tee shirt. Clearing my throat, I twined my fingers with his on my knee, gave a reassuring squeeze, and then lifted to lay our conjoined hands on the table. 
 
    “Whoa,” Charlie said, his complexion paling.  
 
    Billy squirmed in his seat, crossing and uncrossing his arms several times, his attention darting around the bar.  
 
    Regina snorted and covered her mouth, shaking her head.  
 
    “He’s mine,” I stated simply, crossing my legs and bouncing my foot in the air. My stomach was in knots, not really sure what their reactions would be. 
 
    “He’s your brother,” Charlie snapped, his eyelids thinned. 
 
    “Step…brother.” 
 
    “Are you insane?” he hissed, slamming his palms to the table, rattling the dishes. 
 
    Beau cursed and lunged to his feet, so I jerked our hands, snatching him back to his seat. 
 
    “Don’t move,” I ordered with a heated glare. 
 
    “I can’t be the reason you lose your friends.” 
 
    “Quiet.” 
 
    He bowed his chin and huffed, digging his thumb and fingers to his eyes. 
 
    I stared at the trio, my brows arching.  
 
    “But…” Billy chortled, his shoulders drawn to his ears. “You’re not gay, Cass.” 
 
    “For him, I am.” 
 
    “What the hell is this?” 
 
    I looked at Charlie, my thumb stroking Beau’s knuckles. “If I had an answer for that, I would give it, but I don’t. I just know…I don’t know what I know,” I grumbled, turning my profile to them. 
 
    “I kinda picked this up.” 
 
    We all looked at Regina who was grinning ear to ear.  
 
    “What? I’m a chick, we see things dudes don’t. That night, when he got arrested, I saw it.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    Her bottom lip puckering, she shrugged. “And what?” 
 
    “What do you have to say about it?” 
 
    Her eyes rolling, she picked up her drink and took a sip. “You’re both adults, it’s none of my business.” 
 
    Beau’s stare was wild, the whites showing around the green pools. “Wait, you don’t care?” 
 
    Her nose wrinkling, she swallowed and set the glass down. “No, I don’t care.” 
 
    His fingers clenched mine almost painfully, both of us turning our focus to the guys. 
 
    “And what about you two?” I asked, holding my breath in anticipation. 
 
    Charlie’s features scrunched as he scratched at the back of his head. “I mean, it’s weird. You’re not gay, he used to beat the shit out of you.” 
 
    Beau cursed and deflated with shame. His elbow banged on the surface, his hand covering his face. 
 
    “I mean, is this some weird, twisting way of dealing with unresolved issues? I know the kind of lover you are—” 
 
    “And how the fuck do you know that?” he shouted, bounding to his feet a second time. 
 
    The table screeched from the abrupt movement, the dishes clattering and almost tipping over. 
 
    “Doll!” I hissed, tugging his hand. “Sit. Down.” 
 
    His chest heaving, nostrils flaring, skin purple, he slowly eased back to his chair. 
 
    Charlie was stunned, leaning back, his palms held out in defense. “Christ, Beau,” he wheezed, panting quickly. “Because I know him, we’ve been friends since middle school.” 
 
    “You fuck him?” 
 
    I almost snickered, getting a natural high off his jealousy. Should that be turning me on as much as it did? That was a little dysfunctional, right? I mean, no more than starting a relationship with my stepbrother and former tormentor, but it was messed up, just a bit. 
 
    “Christ, no! I just…we’ve been best friends since we were twelve, man. Chill out.” 
 
    I jutted my chin at Billy with his stoic mask. “What about you?” 
 
    His head tipped one way, then the other, looking back and forth between us. “I’ll make a deal with you.” 
 
    My lids narrowed suspiciously. “What kind of deal?” 
 
    “You promise to stay here, go to school here, and not break up the band, I’ll accept this.” 
 
    I chuckled, some of the anxiety easing. Bobbing my head, I released his hand to drape my arm across the back of his chair, raking my fingers up and down his bicep. “Yeah, I think I can promise that. I have a few reasons to stick around Montgomery now.” 
 
    “Sweet,” Regina sang, clapping her hands.  
 
    I gazed at his profile until he relented and turned to look at me. Smiling, I held his shoulder and gave a firm squeeze, tugging him closer. Yeah, I could stick around for him. Montgomery wasn’t so bad now that I no longer had a bully. 
 
    My stomach weighted, and the smile fell. There was still Robert. The clap of his palm on my mother’s face echoed in my ears, making me wince. Bowing my chin to look away, I pinched the bridge of my nose. Even without Beau, I had to stay. I had to protect my mother.  
 
    I had to get rid of Robert Matcher somehow. Before he could hurt her or Beau when the truth came out.  
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    Cassius Straith 
 
    Far away sounds stirred me from my sleep. Drenched in sweat, I coughed, digging the heels of my palms to my eyes. Squirming, I flung the thin sheet aside and stared at the ceiling. I needed to get a fan. This heat was killing me.  
 
    Hearing the noise that woke me up, I lifted my head and squinted against the darkness. My heart lurching, I sprung out of bed and stumbled for my door, Beau’s wails sending ice through my veins. Swinging it open, I made the two steps across the hallway and shoved his aside.  
 
    He was thrashing about in his bed, his sheets soaked with sweat. His features twisted, an arm lashed out, knocking everything off his nightstand.  
 
    “No, no!” he shouted, his legs kicking, tangling the sheet around his feet. “Move, everyone down! Take cover.” 
 
    “Oh, shit.” 
 
    My pulse thudding in my ears, I quickly closed the door, so his voice didn’t travel upstairs and wake our parents. My hands shaking, I crept toward him, not really sure if I should wake him or let this ride out. 
 
    When his knuckles slammed into the wall, I decided to intervene before he hurt himself. Bending over, dropping to a knee next to him, I carefully pushed his arms down, calling out his name. As he calmed, I petted his cheek, shushing him repeatedly until his lashes lifted. Blinking rapidly, he looked around, his gaze showing he was not seeing his bedroom; was he back in Afghanistan?  
 
    “Cassius?” he screeched, shoving his fists into the mattress to push himself up. Gulping, he deflated, bending a knee. His elbow on it, he cradled his forehead and cursed.  
 
    “Jesus.” I sat next to his straight leg. “Are you okay?” 
 
    Snorting, he turned his head away from me, his arm lowering to grip his shoulder to hide his face. “Now you see why I drink.” 
 
    Gutted, I grimaced, withdrawing my touch. “The beer helps you sleep?” 
 
    He nodded and coughed, burying his face in the crook of his elbow. “The more I drink, the less I dream.” 
 
    “Shit, I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Silence cloaked us for a moment while I petted his back.  
 
    “You want to talk about i—” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    I nodded with a sharp inhale. “You don’t have to.” 
 
    His muscles were trembling, his skin blazing hot. Heaving a sigh, I rose to my feet and coaxed him out of bed.  
 
    “Come on, doll,” I urged when he gazed up with uncertainty. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    I motioned my head. “Come on. Shh, come with me.” 
 
    Reluctantly standing, I took his hand and led him to the hallway. Straining my ears for any indications someone upstairs was moving, I led him to my bedroom, shut, and locked the door. Then we went to my bathroom. 
 
    “What are we—” 
 
    “Shh.” 
 
    Closing that door, I pushed the shower curtain back and turned on the water. While it was heating up, I faced him and slowly began to tug his shorts down. Stripping out of mine, I stepped into the tub and pulled him with me, sliding the rings across the bar to fix the curtain. 
 
    I got the soap and lathered it, running it and my palms across his hard, muscular chest. Every now and then, I would find myself examining the scars, tracing their edges, instead of cleaning. Motioning with my head, I indicated him to lift his arms, washing his pits. I turned him around, being just as tender and doting to his back.  
 
    Setting the soap on the small niche, I got my shampoo and washed his hair. He sighed, his muscles unwinding. Retracting the showerhead, I rinsed the suds away, urging him to turn around once more.  
 
    His cock was hard, his chest rising and falling to shallow breaths.  
 
    I put the showerhead back on its hook, retrieved the soap, and continued washing his torso. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he blurted. 
 
    Startled at the sound of his voice, I paused what I was doing to gaze into his eyes. They were full of so much anguish, much more than I ever experienced by him or his father over the years. 
 
    “For what, doll?” 
 
    “Treating you so badly before. Had I known…” His jaw flexed, his lips taut. “How goddamn important you would be…” 
 
    Excitement fluttered my chest, a weak grin tugging my mouth. Building up lather again, I held his stare and cleaned his pelvis, working the suds into the hair. 
 
    A long, sharp inhale puffed his chest, his nostrils flaring. Dropping the soap, the water cascading over us, I kept my eyes opened while kissing him, my fist gently stroking his cock. Our tongues swirling, he rocked back and forth in unison, his stomach caving.  
 
    He grunted and took an abrupt step forward that pushed me against the wall. The water streamed between us, washing the soap away. My own dick hard, I positioned them like he had that one day, rolling his skin over mine. 
 
    “Oh…fuck,” he groaned, dragging the words out. “Oh my god, yes.” 
 
    My head slipped to the side, stretching the skin. He hissed and thrust, slapping his palm to the tiles over my shoulder. Fire blazing in his eyes, I tightened my grip, pumping harder and faster.  
 
    “I can’t believe how beautiful you are. You’re so perfect.” 
 
    Smiling against his mouth, I met his thrusts, our heads rolling around under the thin layer of his skin.  
 
    “Fuck, that feels so good.” 
 
    His lids grew heavy, his opened mouth pushing hard breaths into mine. My tongue flicked out to his teeth, and I added more pressure.  
 
    “Master,” he wheezed, shuddering violently. 
 
    A surge of adrenaline had prickles tickling all over my flesh. “Oh, I like the way that sounded, doll. Say it again.” 
 
    “Unh, Master.” 
 
    His cock began to swell, so I added my other hand, stroking harder and faster. His eyes rolled a bit, his frame swaying. 
 
    “I’m going to cum so hard.” 
 
    “Give it to me. I want to feel it.” 
 
    “Unh, unh, unh!” His grunts grew louder and quicker, his jaw falling. Our mouths still touching, he tensed, grew quiet, and stopped breathing. His eyes smoldering, a vein at his temple protruded, his upper lip curling over his teeth. 
 
    “Master,” he wheezed, warm cum spilling under his skin around our tips. 
 
    “Oh, fuck,” I gulped, my knees shaking. Why did that feel so good? My palm slapping to one of his ass cheeks, I pulled him closer, squeezing around our tips to trap every drop. “Oh, that’s such a good boy. Oh, my god, my baby boy, I love the way that feels.” 
 
    “Sir, I…I…ahg!” 
 
    Throwing his head back, he jolted, even more pooling around our tips. Enthralled, I dipped my chin, reaching over my shoulder to push the stream of water toward the curtain. Carefully uncurling my fingers, I reared my hips back, marveling at the sight of his skin unrolling down my cock. Pausing with it sticking to the rim of my head, I eased apart, holding my hand beneath.  
 
    “Unh, fuck, yeah,” he hissed, his forehead on my shoulder.  
 
    Finally, the docking was broken. The skin still stretched around his tip, cum poured to my palm, some trickling through my fingers.  
 
    “Cassius,” he whispered, his breath against my flesh. “Oh, god, Cass.” 
 
    Not even thinking about what I was doing, I slurped the clear, milky stickiness from my hand. Moaning, heady with lust, I banged the back of my head to the wall, my eyelids fluttering closed. 
 
    “You taste so fucking good, baby boy.” 
 
    His thick arms circled my shoulders, his lips trailing kisses to my ear. “Thank you.” 
 
    I petted up and down his back, the water slowly turning cold. When we began to shudder, I cut it off, moved the curtain, and stepped out. Getting a towel from the built in cabinet in the wall, I dried him off, adding a kiss or flick of my tongue here or there.  
 
    He was getting hard again, that neediness shimmering in his gaze. I just smiled, tossed the towel to the floor, and led him to the room. We crawled into my bed, and I held him, pressing his cheek to my chest. We were already sweating and would need another shower in the morning, but his nightmare was gone for now. He was calmed and drifting to sleep within minutes.  
 
    A soft snore had me chuckling through my nose. Lifting my head from my pillow, I placed my lips to his wet hair. “I’m going to take care of you, Beau. You’re safe, baby boy.” 
 
    Laying down, my face nuzzling his locks, I quickly fell asleep, as well.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    Cassius Straith  
 
    July was worse than June, and the heat was sweltering. I was so over it. Either I needed to buckle and invest in a window unit for the studio, or I needed to just move up north, because another summer like this one would drive me insane.  
 
    Cursing, I was bent over my table, an elbow on the surface, that hand cradling my forehead. Lightly sketching a scene on a piece of parchment, my mind was already putting together the watercolors I would use to bring the image alive. Lots of blues, pinks, and purples, something to indicate tranquility.  
 
    The door creaked as it closed, and my stomach turned over. Since claiming Beau Saturday night, his presence had become even more of a constant. The man had attached himself to an extremely short leash, so much, we practically shared the same shadow.  
 
    “What are you doing here? I thought you went to the gym?” 
 
    For a split second, I stilled, picturing him naked. How had I gone from soft, curvy, beautiful women to craving a man with bulging, hard muscles? As much as I missed his presence when he was gone, I wouldn’t complain, because feeling those strong, thick arms around me, my body meshed against that sinewy chest, and those shaped legs wrapped around mine turned me on more than any woman ever had.  
 
    “I don’t know who you were expecting, but surprise.” 
 
    All the excitement fizzled, and my pulse dropped. My eyelids rounding, a sense of dread coated my insides. Well, that was different. Normally when Macy visited, I was rock hard within a few seconds. Dread? Really? Dread? 
 
    Clearing my throat, I slowly turned on my stool. Her curly hair was pulled back into a thick ponytail that fanned out behind her head. No makeup other than clear, shimmering gloss, she was wearing a white, flimsy tank top and matching, linen shorts that were high on her thighs. Her smooth, mahogany skin practically glowed under the sunlight spilling through the glass of the door, her tiny feet laced with white sandals. 
 
    Jesus, she was spectacular. As she grew closer, the indentions of hard nipples indicated she wasn’t wearing a bra. Knowing her, there were no panties, either.  
 
    Pushing down the unease, I forced a smile. “Hey, doll. What are you doing here? I wasn’t expecting you.” 
 
    A thin brow arching, her dark eyes shimmered as she sashayed closer. “Yes,” she sighed, hugging a package to her stomach. “Well, I’ve got a yearning that only Master can satiate.”  
 
    Huh. So, a couple weeks ago, that would have been an ego boost. Today, not so much.  
 
    “Ahem. Yeah? Um.” My chin jutting, I motioned, trying to change the subject. “What’s that?” 
 
    “Hm?” She gazed down at the box. “Oh, I don’t know. When I pulled up, the mailman was here. It’s yours.” 
 
    I took it, fumbling with the tape as a distraction. Lifting the flaps, I pulled out the smaller box and smiled. 
 
    “Headphones?” 
 
    “Noise cancelling headphones.” 
 
    “What for?” 
 
    A fuzziness swirled around my heart, my nerves tingling. “I, uh, ahem. I have…a friend…who suffers from PTSD from the war.” Tossing the main box to the floor and kicking it under the desk, I waved the consumer’s package and added, “With Friday being July 4, I figured these might help drown out the fireworks, you know? Triggers, and all.” 
 
    Her smile fell into a frown, her eyes glossing with sadness. “Poor thing. That’s awful thoughtful of you. You think it will work?” 
 
    My shoulder rolling, I set it on the top of the table that was flat and coughed nervously. “I sure do hope so.” Otherwise, it would be a long, stressful evening where he’d probably end up sloppy drunk again. 
 
    Leaning against the table, she grinned, tilting her head. “So, how have you been?” 
 
    “Busy,” I blurted, avoiding her focus. 
 
    “Are you busy now?” 
 
    “Yup, yup. I…ahem. I gotta get this finished by this weekend. Birthday gift.” 
 
    She gazed down at the sketch, inching closer. Lifting her attention to mine, her voice was soft and raspy. “You think you can spare about fifteen minutes?” 
 
    “Nope. I, um, you know. Deadline.” 
 
    Turning to face me, her long fingernails walked up my bicep, her expression turning playfully mischief. “What about later?” 
 
    “No,” I sighed, shifting my weight to get another pencil to covertly step out of her touch. “Kinda falling behind.” 
 
    Her eyelids lowered, the glow gradually fading. “And tomorrow?” 
 
    “Still busy.” 
 
    She huffed and crossed her arms. “Okay, what gives? You and I have been seeing one another several times a month for two years. Suddenly, you’re too busy? What’s going on?” 
 
    Heaving a sigh, I dropped to the stool, banged my elbows to the surface, and covered my face. A long, exasperated groan rumbling my chest, I rotated my chin, my fingers curling around my cheek. Staring up at her, a sense of sadness sank into my stomach. For such a long time, she had been a very important aspect of my life, and here I was, about to end it.  
 
    “I can’t, Macy.” 
 
    Her brows furrowing, she was pouting. “Why? What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I…” Sitting up, I snorted, spreading my arms out. “I found someone.” 
 
    She seemed startled, her thick lips parting. “Oh. And…it’s serious?” 
 
    “Yeah, it is.” 
 
    Her weight to one leg, she folded her arms, her bottom lip puckered as she stared at me through her thick lashes. “So, are you ending it with just me, or all the dolls?” 
 
    “Everyone. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Clucking her tongue, she flipped a wrist. “No, no, I get it. I mean, I’m disappointed, yeah, but…I mean, how long was I expecting this to go on? You’re young and sexy and brilliant. Eventually, you were going to find yourself a woman your age who wasn’t trapped in a dead end marriage.” 
 
    The corner of my mouth curled.  
 
    “So, who is she?” 
 
    And there went the smile. Getting anxious all over, I sat up, fidgeting with the art supplies. “He…is someone I’ve known for a very long time.” 
 
    Her eyes bulging, a slow gasp pulled through her gaping mouth. “No, shit.” 
 
    Gazing at her somberly, my defenses began to surface.  
 
    Raking her sight along me, the mischief returned, her irises glinting. “That is something I would definitely like to see. Any chance you two might be interested in a third—” 
 
    Bit by bit, I shook my head, my eyes cutting thin. 
 
    “Huh. Strictly monogamous, huh?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Well, dammit.” Her hand on her hip, her nails tapped the table. Sighing, she fluffed her dark curls and made another disapproving whine. “All right. I guess I’m going to go.” Strolling to the door, she paused to gaze at me. 
 
    Turning on the stool to hold her stare, I offered a small smile. “You were great, you know that?” 
 
    Beaming ear to ear, she purred, “I made Master happy?” 
 
    “So damn happy, doll.” 
 
    She deflated again and opened the door. “You take care, Cassius. And if you ever change your mind, you have my number.” 
 
    “Thanks. You take care, too.” 
 
    Winking, she strutted outside, leaving the door opened.  
 
    I huffed, picked up my phone, and began shuffling through the contacts. I should have done this a week ago, the second I decided to claim Beau. Honestly never even thinking about them, it had completely slipped my mind until Macy’s unexpected visit.  
 
    It was time to break up with all my dolls. From here on out, I only owned Beau. Time for me to be exclusive for once.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    Cassius Straith 
 
    Having Beau hang out with me, and my friends was a regular occurrence these days. He’d been back home for a month now, and he was my constant shadow. It sometimes made me laugh how the roles had changed between us. Going from him being the older, dominant, bully to now being under my thumb was comical at times.  
 
    Then he would look at me with so much need and uncertainty, and I found myself falling head over heels. There was nothing amusing about his soul being battered and broken, desperate for me to help him feel whole.  
 
    Another norm was him crawling into my bed every night. The first couple times, it had been uncomfortable because of the sweltering heat, but once I got a fan and our bodies adapted, we pretty much clung to one another throughout the whole night.  
 
    Unfortunately, he was still drinking, though he had quit smoking. His dependency went a lot deeper than I expected and there was no way he could quit on his own. Eventually, I had to get him into counseling, for that and his PTSD.  
 
    More than once, a loud, unexpected noise had set him off. Whereas the noise cancelling headphones had worked perfectly last night, he couldn’t very well walk around all day with them on. They were only beneficial when loud sounds were expected.  
 
    It wasn’t just that, either, it was seeing another person in uniform, it was something someone would say during a conversation. There were no warnings to what would trigger him. One minute, he would be fine, the next, his brain would switch over and put him right back in that desert, surrounded by war.  
 
    There was no doubt about it, Beau had killed while he was deployed. His nightmares had answered that pretty quickly. When he thrashed about with them, I simply held him tightly, whispered in his ear, and calmed him down. Then I would dock our cocks and jack him off until he was purging his stress through a small orgasm.  
 
    We’d fallen into a pattern that was quite comfortable. When I was in the studio, he would either sit with me in silence or be at the gym, working out. My friends now automatically expected him to be with me whenever they’d see me. Beau was an integral part of my daily life…and I fucking loved it.  
 
    He was very dependent on me, but Christ, I was getting just as dependent on him.  
 
    Casting a fleeting glimpse his way while we set up the stage for our gig, I couldn’t help the smile. We’d still not had full on intercourse, and I was still incapable of reaching that ultimate climax, but I had never been as intimate with anyone else as I was with him. Sometimes, all we did was hold one another and kiss. He was definitely in love with me, and I wasn’t far behind.  
 
    The smile fell, my body jerking while I adjusted the microphone. Deep down inside, I knew we were temporary. Not only would his father never allow us to be together, I could not be a fully functioning lover to him so long as I was incapable of orgasming. It was because of this, I refused to allow myself to completely fall in love. Eventually, he would need more, he would need what I couldn’t give, and move on. When that happened, I would be annihilated.  
 
    No, it was safer to hold back, that way when this love affair crashed and burned, I still had a chance of surviving without my baby boy. 
 
    “Uh, guys, bad news.” 
 
    My sight darted over to Charlie approaching the stage, his cell waving side to side.  
 
    “Just got off the phone with Regina. She’s got laryngitis. Show’s over.” 
 
    “Goddammit,” Billy whined, raking his fingers through his hair. “I needed this gig tonight, too. Had to buy new tires for my car. Son of a bitch.” 
 
    “Hey, she can’t help it,” he argued. 
 
    “No, no, I’m not mad at her, I just…” He bounded to his feet with a scowl. “Ramen noodles for a month, I guess. Shit. All right, let’s pack it up.” 
 
    Beau shifted from foot to foot, pulling his nape. “She’s just the singer, right? I mean, not just the singer, but…I mean, you know what I mean.” 
 
    “Yeah, she’s the singer.” 
 
    “No instruments, right?” 
 
    “Nuh uh.” 
 
    He cleared his throat, appearing quite anxious. “Well, I…I-I c-c-can do…that.” 
 
    Standing upright, I narrowed my lids, my hands to my sides. “You can sing?” 
 
    “I mean…I’ve been told, yes. G liked it.” 
 
    A tinge of pain stabbed my gut and I winced. On one hand, it was good he was feeling more comfortable talking about him, on the other, the pain, though it had dulled, was still evident in his gaze whenever he was mentioned. There were a lot of things I could help Beau with, ways I could make him feel better, but the grief of losing his first love was untouchable. I could never heal that, nor erase it. Wouldn’t, even if I could. Grant Franklyn made Beau the man he was today, and I would forever be grateful.  
 
    I exchanged looks with the other two, lifting my brows. “Sure, why not?” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Billy asked, leaning over his drums, his palm out.  
 
    Beau smiled and spread his hands to the sides. “Just so long as you don’t blame me if they riot.” 
 
    Heaving a sigh of relief, he dropped to his stool. “Awesome. Thank you, man. That’s fucking awesome. You’re a lifesaver, really.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s finish setting up.” 
 
    Squatting, my elbow on my dominant knee, I beckoned him with my finger. He crept closer, acting embarrassed.  
 
    “You sure you want to do this?” 
 
    “Yeah, sure. If I can help, I want to.” 
 
    “You know the words to our songs?” 
 
    A shy smile lit up his expression. “Yeah, I know the words. I still have your CD.” 
 
    The back of my knuckles dragged across his jaw. By now the regulars at Suzie Q’s knew we were together, so we didn’t even try to hide our affection. It was strange how readily accepted we were.  
 
    His gaze glossing, he tucked his fingers into the opening of my unbuttoned shirt, pulled me closer, and covered my mouth. Like always, neither of us broke the stare while we kissed, our tongues eagerly tasting one another. Seeing the fire blazing in his gems, I stopped before he got carried away.  
 
    “Cassius,” he whispered softly. “I…I…” 
 
    Excitement shaking my stomach, I gently removed his hand from my shirt. “Like I said, when you’re ready.” 
 
    “But, I-I...” 
 
    “I know, baby boy. I know.” 
 
    He gulped and nodded stiffly. Clearing his throat, he went back to hooking up the cords and I finished setting up the amps. Within ten minutes, we were done, Charlie and Beau joining me and Billy on the stage.  
 
    My pic between my thumb and index, the others curled over the top of my microphone, my sight skimmed over the people in the bar. The crowd was already thick tonight, which was unusual. Normally, this early, there were only a few people here and there, but right now, there was close to a hundred people crammed in this bar.  
 
    What a night for Beau to decide to debut his voice.  
 
    “So, um, ahem. There’s a bit of a change up tonight,” I said, my anxiety rising for him.  
 
    He was gripping his mic so hard, his knuckles were turning white. Shifting from foot to foot, his nerves were already getting the best of him.  
 
    “Um, Regina isn’t able to make it tonight, so we’ve got Beau here, filling in.” 
 
    A few people whistled, a couple hooted, and a small, lax clap rolled through the crowd. Most of these guys were here to see a skinny, raven haired beauty flaunt her curves and belt lyrics like Joan Jette. They were not impressed with the six foot one, two hundred pound, muscular, broody man.  
 
    For a second, I allowed my sight to take in his appearance. His dark hair was pushed somewhat to the side and spiked on top, per his norm. Wearing a black shirt with the top buttons undone, there was a teasing glimpse of his hard chest littered with scars. Black jeans hugging his thick thighs and basic sneakers, he definitely did it for me, at least.  
 
    Focusing out at the crowd once more, the studs on my cuff caught one of the stage lights when I tucked my hair behind my ear. “Uh, this…this is his first time, so let’s give him a round of applause, and…” Scoffing, I threw my arms out. They were either going to love or hate him, being nervous wasn’t going to change that. “Let’s just enjoy the fucking show, okay? It’s entertainment. Have fun.” 
 
    The response was a little more enthusiastic this time.  
 
    Gazing at the guys, I nodded, and we started playing.  
 
    “Mystic Moon,” I muttered to Beau at his confused expression.  
 
    Mouthing the words several times, recognition lit up his eyes and he nodded. “Got it.” 
 
    Strumming my guitar, I kept my attention locked on him, hoping he could do this. After letting my guard down when he returned, I had learned right away all that arrogance and confidence he once exuberated was gone. Unless he was dominating me, which I did not allow, he was very timid these days. I did not want these people rejecting him and wounding his already fragile ego.  
 
    He was my baby boy, I vowed to protect him. How could I, however, if he tanked tonight? These people would humiliate him, and there was nothing I could do.  
 
    He closed his eyes, put his mouth close to the mic, and began singing the words. Incapable of stopping myself, I grimaced, his voice cracking, his tone weak. Oh, shit, he was toast.  
 
    Looking out at the crowd, they were getting restless, unimpressed with the guest performer.  
 
    My stomach knotting, I moved to his side, resting my bicep to his. He shot a glance my way, so much insecurity shining in his eyes. I smiled and winked, trying to give strength.  
 
    The lyrics paused so I said loud enough for him to hear, “Just look at me, doll. No one here but me and you. Sing for me, baby boy.” 
 
    His smile more genuine, his profile to the crowd, he leaned back to the microphone and picked up the words, his tone stronger and quite raspy.  
 
    My brows lifted with surprise.  
 
    “Like a shadow in the night, I come to you. You can’t see me, but you feel me there. Under the mystic moon, I lay down and hold you tight.” 
 
    The more he sang, the stronger he sounded, revealing a very sexy, soulful voice. Desire thickening my veins, I lost myself in his intense stare, some of that confidence returning. My heart racing, my cock began to harden behind my guitar, my breathing jagged.  
 
    A spell wrapping around us, the rest of the bar disappeared for me, as well. The chorus came up, so I stepped closer, sharing his mic. Our voices meshing flawlessly, he turned closer to me, his lips inches from mine.  
 
    My words fell away, every hair on my body standing on end. He let go of the mic and fisted the collar of my shirt, his voice vibrating against the back of my shoulder. Panting, my eyelids closed, my head tilting back a bit. His palm glided up my throat, his mouth completely on my cheek, never missing a beat.  
 
    “Tell me you want me, tell me you love me, tell me I’m the only one. Dance with me under the mystic moon, make love to me before we lose the night with the rising sun.” 
 
    Jesus Christ, I was reeling. What the hell was he doing to me? I was writhing under my skin with lust, sweat sheening my body.  
 
    His lips curled back so his teeth were on my ear, he almost whispered, seeming to forget about the crowd. “Tell me you love me, under the mystic moon.” 
 
    Craning my neck to turn my face to his, we were panting against one another’s mouths. Taking a breath to utter the words, the crowd burst into cheers, whistles, and hoots. 
 
    I jolted, my heart crashing into my ribs. Blinking rapidly, I gawked at them, momentarily discombobulated. He licked his lips and gulped a breath, appearing just as confused.  
 
    “Goddamn!” someone shouted. “That was hot.” 
 
    “Holy shit,” Billy chimed in from behind. 
 
    I twisted my waist to peer back at him, a blush warming my cheeks. Tucking my hair behind my ear, I shot Beau a glance and smiled. He was grinning mischievously, returning to the stand.  
 
    “You liked that, huh?” he shouted for the crowd, receiving a louder applause. “Should I keep singing?” 
 
    The whistles and cheers were ringing my ears, the hype rising to the rafters.  
 
    His husky chuckle filled the speakers.  
 
    “Looks like you’re a hit. Let’s roll,” Charlie said, twirling a finger in the air.  
 
    Winking, I stepped back to my own stand now that he’d found his confidence. The next song started and this time, he belted the lyrics like he’d always been on the stage. Once in a while, when the words were intimate, he would gravitate to me, being affectionate and a little domineering. Though I’d never allowed it with any of my other lovers, I found I quite enjoyed him taking charge.  
 
    My dick stayed hard the entire show. As soon as we paused for a break, he was literally dragging me off the stage, my guitar hitting the floor with a shrilly squeal. Shoving people out of our way, he practically ran for the parking lot. Crawling into the backseat of my mother’s sedan, his lips were on mine, and we were pawing at one another. In less than five minutes, he was howling into my mouth, exploding all over my fingers.  
 
    The windows fogged, our heavy breaths regulating, I tucked him back into his jeans, fastened them, and just kissed him tenderly until it was time to get back on stage.  
 
    Like earlier, neither of us had any qualms about showing our affection to one another, everyone in that crowd knowing we were together. It was stupid of us, and so damn risky. The more people that knew, the better chance of the gossip getting back to Robert.  
 
    Sooner, rather than later, he was going to find out his precious, macho son was in love with a pansy. And all hell would break loose.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    Cassius Straith  
 
    “They’re gone.”   
 
    Hovering just inside my bedroom, I had been waiting for Beau to say that. I swung open the door and jogged down the hall. “How long will they be gone?” 
 
    He was slouching on the sofa in a pair of pajama pants and a white tank top. His hair not spiked, it fell over his brooding brow as he surfed through the channels. “They went to their friend’s to play poker, so, knowing Dad, they won’t be back before midnight.” 
 
    Four hours all alone with Beau without worrying about getting caught? Very nice.  
 
    “What did you want to watch?” 
 
    “Hell, if I know. What did you have in mind, sir?” 
 
    I paused to let a shiver run down my spine. All my dolls had called me that or Master, but none sounded as sexy as Beau. Something about the way he said it, hit differently. Maybe it was because the feelings ran deeper with him than the girls.  
 
    Standing at the end of the hall, by the sofa, I studied his profile, my sight raking over his thick biceps, tight chest, lean stomach, long legs. My pulse speeding up, a little voice in the back of my head warned one day, I would have to come to terms with just how deep they went. Eventually, I would have to admit to myself, and him, I was falling. Hard.  
 
    Clearing my throat, I combed my hair, pushing the ends behind my shoulders. “Uh, um. Ahem. Anything. I’m…going to make us some popcorn while you look for something.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    My eyelids closed, every hair standing on end. Christ, I loved it when he said that.  
 
    I went into the kitchen, getting the microwavable popcorn from the cabinet. Going through the motions, I couldn’t help but smile. This was nice, actually dating. I hadn’t tried this since I was in high school. After two months of being with my girlfriend, I had broken things off because the whole concept of monogamy felt more like a ritual. The calling on the phone, going out on dates, spending time together regularly, it had smothered me, and I’d found myself starting to resent her after a few weeks.  
 
    Since then, I’d not gone down that route again. All my dolls knew there were others, none were under the perception they were my only one. Always upfront from the beginning, I gave them the choice to be mine under the knowledge I would never commit, nor would I ever tell them I loved them.  
 
    Some girls decided they wanted more and walked away, but most stuck around, accepting what I was capable of giving.  
 
    Things were different with Beau. I found myself missing him every time he went to the gym, wishing he were here with me, instead. We held hands, we kissed, we whispered in one another’s ear. We went to dinner, hung out with our friends, and had a damn good time together without sex.  
 
    I’d never been intimate with someone without sex. Never. Not even my girlfriend. I was a sexual person, I liked to be in control. I owned my dolls.  
 
    Craning my neck to peer through the archway at Beau, my heart swelled, and I smiled foolishly. There were days he and I were together without touching one another in a sexual manner. Sure, we kissed and petted, but it didn’t always end with him cumming. We legitimately enjoyed one another’s company.  
 
    The smile fell, my pulse thumping. Looking away, I went to the microwave, tossed the bag inside, and closed it, punching the appropriate buttons. We were building a bond. I’d never invested this much into one person, and it was scary.  
 
    It was also invigorating. Getting to know him, seeing inside his thoughts, sharing his fears and hopes, it was exhilarating. It actually fed my soul life. I was addicted to talking to him as much as touching. Completely new territory for me, I sometimes found myself staring at him in awe while he divulged more and more inner secrets, trusting me with his vulnerability.  
 
    The television paused for a moment, making me think he’d picked a movie. By the sounds of it, however, it was well in the middle. 
 
    “What did you choose?” 
 
    There was no answer.  
 
    Furrowing my brows, I went to the fridge to get some drinks. “Baby boy?” 
 
    No answer. 
 
    Tuning my ears into the film, everything began to slow inside, dread sinking my stomach. It was a war flick. Guns were firing, people shouting…and then there was an explosion. 
 
    Suddenly, Beau was screaming and there was a loud bang. My heart turning over with ice, I bolted from the kitchen, finding him cowering on the floor, the coffee table knocked over.  
 
    “Oh, shit.” 
 
    Trembling, curled into the fetal position, his arms were covering the back of his head, and he was shouting. “Get down! Everyone down. Grant!” 
 
    Goosebumps breaking out all over, I ran to the remote and cut off the television. Pushing the table aside, I lowered to my knees, petting his bicep. 
 
    “Baby boy, shh. Listen to me. Shh, listen to my voice.” 
 
    He was thrashing about, whimpering, dripping with sweat. “Help! Get the medics. Somebody help Grant!” 
 
    Tears burning my eyes, I laid on my side and scooted closer. Barely above a murmur, I continued to console him. “Beau, it’s me. Shh, listen to my voice. You’re home, baby boy. Look at me. Please, look at me.” 
 
    Bit by bit, he uncurled his arms just enough to peek at me through his wet lashes. His brows arching, he gulped loudly and croaked, “Sir?” 
 
    My heart skipped with a shaky smile. Caressing his cheek, I gently coaxed his arms down. “Yes, it’s me. Shh. Everything’s okay, baby boy. You’re safe. I’m here.” 
 
    Sniveling, he lunged forward, his massive arms around me like a goddamn vise. The air knocked from my lungs, I winced at the pinching of my ribs. Not complaining, however, I let him cling to me, shuddering violently, while he slowly began to calm down.  
 
    Like every time when he had a nightmare, once the initial anxiety was over, I tucked my hand into his pants and tenderly cupped his bulge. By now, his body was trained, so he was already hard, knowing what was about to happen. 
 
    “Sir,” he breathed, easing his hold to let me move better. 
 
    “I’m here, I got you.” 
 
    He gulped again, his body slightly rolling away to give better access. His breathing erratic, his eyes were closed as I carefully pulled him out the thin cotton. Tugging my shorts down, I scooted my hips closer, aimed our tips, and pulled his skin over my cock. 
 
    He shook, lifting his lashes to gaze at me with glossed irises. “That always feels so good.” 
 
    Smiling, I stroked our lengths, our heads rolling together under the skin. My neck stretched to scatter kisses over his face, holding his stare. I loved that he liked to look during moments like this. It was sexy. 
 
    “You’re safe, baby boy. I’m never going to let anything happen to you.” 
 
    My pumps speeding up, he emitted a throaty grunt and grabbed my hip, rocking with my motions.  
 
    “Don’t stop, please don’t stop.” 
 
    Grinning wider, I shook my head. “Not until my baby boy gives me that tasty treat.” 
 
    He shuddered a bit, digging his nails into my skin. “I’m…I’m there.” 
 
    “Yeah? You ready to cum?” 
 
    His mouth wide open, he nodded, his cock swelling. Undocking us, I swept down and pulled him into my mouth. He jolted, fisting my hair. 
 
    “Oh, shit. Oh, shit!” 
 
    Swirling my tongue, bobbing up and down, I jacked him off, tightening my lips around his width. 
 
    Beau bucked, pushing me to my back. On his hands and knees, he thrust into my mouth, his chin on his chest to watch. “Oh, shit, you’re so fucking beautiful. Oh my god, I’m cumming.” 
 
    Cupping his ass cheeks, smiling up at him with my eyes, I relaxed my throat, lifted my head, and took him almost to his base. His eyes rolled, he shook, and then began howling, warm, tangy cum trickling down my throat. 
 
    “Cassius, oh, my god, yes. Yes, yes, yes, sir. Unh!” 
 
    One final thrust, and he was empty. I sagged to the rug and gradually released him just to shower his cock with tiny kisses. It jerked, his stomach sank, and he hissed through his teeth. 
 
    Sighing, he flopped to the floor next to me, curling against my side. His arm across my torso, his cheek on my chest, his hot pants were tickling down the center. 
 
    “You’re so amazing, sir. Oh my god, thank you.” 
 
    Staring at the ceiling, my fingers raked through his hair. With a sense of pride, I grinned smugly. I brought him comfort. He looked to me to chase away the banes of his past. He needed me to protect him. 
 
    I was all he needed. His PTSD was no match for me. One of these days, my baby boy would be healed, because I would just love him harder.   
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    Cassius Straith 
 
    Confused, I tapped the breaks to gaze at the historic cottage with cream toned siding and bright red door. The front porch expanding the width of the house was opened with no railings, just four, evenly spaced columns to support the black, tin roof. Curved baskets of red and yellow flowers dangled between each, centered in front of a window. An American flag hanging on one corner, a white, wooden swing swayed in the breeze on the opposite. Surrounded by thick, green grass, the property was trimmed with trees, partially secluding it from the neighbors to the left and behind.  
 
    What the hell was I doing here? Beau had been gone when I came out of the studio this morning, which was unusual since our relationship started. Normally right on my hip, shadowing my every movement, the day had been awkward and uncomfortable with his silence. I had texted several times but gotten no response. When I did, all it said was to meet him at seven, and he gave an address. 
 
    This is where he wanted me to meet him? What was going on? Not seeing another vehicle, I picked up my phone, activated the screen, and pulled up the text to match the location.  
 
    “This is it,” I grumbled, tossing it back to the console. Maybe he wasn’t here yet.  
 
    Chewing the inside of my cheek, I finished pulling up the drive, shut it off, and got out. The cell tapping the side of my leg, I stared at the house, a hint of anxiety tightening my nerves. I followed the walkway to the steps, climbed the porch, and stopped. I knocked, got no answer, and tried the knob. Unlocked, I let myself in.  
 
    The living room was wide and opened to the kitchen with an old, brick fireplace in the center as a partition. Skimming the antique décor, I shut the door and strolled forward, the air thick with the scent of food. Following it, I set the phone on one of the tapered bricks toward the chimney part and rounded the corner.  
 
    My feet skidded to a halt, my heart lurching up my throat. The dining table had a white cloth that went to the floor, a brass candelabra in the center with white candles already burning. Dinner for two was set on gold trimmed plates, the meal lobster and filet mignon with baked potatoes and glazed vegetables. A bottle of wine had already been opened, two glasses filled. From somewhere else in the house, soft music began to play a second before Beau strolled through the opening wearing a white, button up shirt, black slacks, and shiny, black dress shoes. His hair slicked upward in spikes, his hands were clasped behind his back, a small smirk on his face. 
 
    My pulse now racing, I found it difficult to take a deep breath. What the hell was going on? 
 
    Without saying anything, he came up to me, cupped my nape, and claimed a very heated, passionate kiss. Every hair stood on end, my nerves vibrating. Neither of us closing our eyes, I moaned, fisting the front of his shirt while our tongues brushed against one another.  
 
    Slowly tapering off, he rested his forehead to mine and actually closed his eyelids, something he rarely did. “Happy birthday, Cassius.” 
 
    My brows lifted. It was already August first? The last few weeks had flown by in the blink of an eye. Never had I enjoyed life as much as I had with Beau, and time was racing. Smiling, I tucked my hand beneath his chin and forced him to look at me.  
 
    “You did all this for my birthday?” 
 
    Appearing a little timid, he nodded with a muted, “Yes, sir.” 
 
    My smile broadened and my stomach swirled. “Thank you.” 
 
    My neck craned to kiss him again, holding his stare while I began to unbutton his shirt. His lids rounded and his tongue stilled against mine. Adrenaline pumping through my veins, I tugged the shirt from the waist of his trousers. Raking my fingertips along his six pack, he shuddered and moaned, tightening his hold on my hips. 
 
    I unfastened his pants and pushed the zipper down, resuming the kiss. His pupils enlarged as he kind of just stood there, not having too much of a reaction. Well, other than his cock getting hard.  
 
    I pushed the pants down, stepped on them between his feet, and urged him to move backward. He stumbled, the legs tangling around the shoes. Hastily kicking them off, the trousers and underwear came off in a heap next to the table.  
 
    Gradually leading him to the archway, I asked, “Where’s the bedroom?” 
 
    “Oh, shit.” 
 
    As we crept down the hallway to the left, I peeled off our clothes one piece at a time, barely breaking our stare or the kiss. By the time we were standing next to the bed, we were both naked. My stomach coiling, my heart was swelling against my ribs. We fell to the bed, my knees straddling his lower torso. Bending over, holding both sides of his face, I rolled my tongue to the back of his mouth, his hands exploring my body.  
 
    Dizzy with arousal, my hands shifted to the mattress over his shoulders as I lifted. My head tilting, I gazed down my torso to watch him lift his head and take my cock into his mouth. My jaw fell and I moaned. Shifting to one arm, I held the back of his head, flexing my muscles to make my cock bounce on his tongue.  
 
    Needing to taste his lips, I moved back down, cupped his ears, and hungrily took his mouth. I shifted to the side, sat up, and pulled him with me, never breaking the kiss. Lying next to him, my arm was linked under his neck, a palm on his cheek, my thumb under his jaw. Never had I kissed someone as much as I kissed Beau, and never had we kept our eyes open the whole time. It was so intimate and erotic.  
 
    Caressing down his side, I hooked the back of his knee and pulled him closer, our legs twining. Returning my touch to his face, I broke away but left our lips touching. Our heavy breaths the only sound, I stared into his glossy, green irises, my heart banging on my ribs. 
 
    His tongue flicked out to my teeth, his hand tucking between us to grip my cock. “Master,” he whispered with so much longing. 
 
    I groaned, thrusting against his palm. Grabbing his wrist, I forced it above his head and just looked at him. This man was mine, he would do whatever I wanted. He had made me his priority and was building his existence around a life I had already built years ago. He needed me.  
 
    I needed him. 
 
    “Beau, I…” 
 
    A glint lit up his eyes, a gradual smile spreading his lips. “Tell me when you’re ready.” 
 
    Breathy, I gulped past the restriction in my throat, still stunned this was happening. Memorizing his features, my palm glided up the side of his ribs, over the small patch of hair to his bicep, and then circled around to draw down to his collar.  
 
    He craned his neck to kiss me, but I evaded. After a few seconds, I gripped his jaw and pushed him back into the mattress, my brain reeling. A little at a time, I lowered and kissed him tenderly. For a split second, his lashes fluttered as he moaned into my mouth. Gripping the side of my neck, his eyelids opened once more to reveal smoldering irises. 
 
    For several minutes, all we did was lie there, petting, kissing, being more intimate than I’d ever been with anyone else. I could kiss him forever and never get tired. 
 
    My hand traveling along his ribs, my leg lifted so I could run my palm over his erection. His eyelids thinned and he grunted, his cock jerking against my touch. Rubbing up and down, my fingers curled beneath his balls each time.  
 
    Beau’s arm stretched across his torso to grip me, giving a few pumps before I snatched him away and pinned it to the mattress a second time. I was enjoying this and wanted to savor it as long as possible, the last thing I wanted was the reminder I would not cum. That would just bring in the aggravation and turn me aggressive. I wanted this to be special, tender, gentle.  
 
    Sitting up, my weight into a fist in the mattress, I lowered my touch, my middle finger circling the hole. He pulled in a sharp breath that had his nostrils flaring and his chest puffing out. His legs bent, his heels hooking the edge to spread his legs further. Gazing at him, my fingertip eased inside. He choked on a breath and quit breathing, his eyelids hooded with lust.  
 
    “When you planned this, how far did you hope this would go?” 
 
    His voice shook with his answer. “All the way.” 
 
    My stomach turned over with excitement. “Then you came prepared?” 
 
    Faintly nodding, he said, “Yes, sir. Nightstand.” 
 
    Removing my finger, I bent over to the bottle of lube, turned back around to face him, and squeezed some to my fingers to smear around his flesh. 
 
    “Master,” he whispered, his chest rising and falling quickly.  
 
    My finger sliding back in, I pushed deeper, stunned at the way his muscles clenched. My stomach swirling, I slowly pumped in and out, reveling the look of pleasure flitting across his expression. His palm caressing up my arm, he petted my cheek, his thumb brushing my bottom lip. I turned my face to kiss his wrist, removed my hand, and squeezed the lube to spread over my cock. Rising to my knees, I crawled between his thighs.  
 
    Was I really about to do this? Until now, we had just messed around, done a lot of kissing, and docking. I was actually about to penetrate another man and make love to him.  
 
    Make love to him, not fuck him. I was going to cherish Beau tonight, let him know how special he was. 
 
    Laying on top of him, I kissed him, rocking my hips so our cocks rubbed together. Hooking my arms behind his thighs, I pushed his knees into his chest, my fists in the mattress. After a few gyrations, the desire was overwhelming. I needed him just as much as he needed me. I couldn’t handle this anymore.  
 
    I leaned my weight to one side, gripped my cock, and carefully aimed. The kissing growing a little more frantic, I slowly pushed forward. His muscles stretched and my head pushed in. Immediately, they collapsed around me tightly and I froze. My mouth opened against his, I was choking on breaths, my eyes rolling back. Fucking Christ, that was the most intense sensation in the world. With just my tip in, I knew I was hooked. This was my new addiction, I was screwed.  
 
    He sought out my mouth with an elongated groan. Our tongues whirling together, I inched inside, breaking out in goosebumps as my cock parted his flesh deeper and deeper. The second my hips meshed with his and I was as far in as I could get, he emitted a throaty moan, bucked, and flipped me to my back to straddle me. 
 
    “Unh.” 
 
    “Cass,” he breathed, tugging my dick as he rocked back and forth.  
 
    Still kissing, my fingers trailed down the sides of his ribs. Oh my god, no pussy I’d ever been in felt this goddamn good. This was otherworldly.  
 
     Moaning, I tucked my arms beneath his to hold the sides of his face, my fingers tangling in his hair. He stopped moving so we could focus on kissing, our stare never wavering.  
 
    He sat up straight, looking down at me. Smiling, I explored his muscular torso littered with the tiny scars, my heart feeling as if it would explode.  
 
    “You’re so beautiful,” he muttered, gradually rising and falling over my waist. 
 
    My sight blurred and I coughed, my toes curling as a wave of ecstasy washed over me like none I’d ever felt before. “Oh, Christ,” I hissed, gritting my teeth. He needed to never stop doing that. 
 
    As I gripped his hips, he was moaning and stroking himself with slow rotations. “You feel so good, Sir.” 
 
    I sat up, sliding my arms behind him to scatter kisses up his chest. I tried to shift us so he was on his back, but he pushed on my collar to force me to lie down. His mouth opening and closing in tune to his movements, he rose and fell at a pace so slow, so tender, my mind was turning to mush from the eroticism.  
 
    “Fuck yeah, doll. Unh.” 
 
    I flexed and relaxed beneath him, matching his rhythm as if this wasn’t the first time I was making love to a man. This was so damn natural, nothing awkward about any of it.  
 
    Both his palms on my chest, my feet hanging off the mattress, I thrust in unison to his rotations. We were moaning and panting, staring at one another constantly.  
 
    “Cass.” 
 
    My upper lip twitching, I grabbed the side of his head and yanked him down for a heated kiss. His thighs tightening at my sides, his muscles clenched harder as he sped up a little. 
 
    “Unh, yes, Beau,” I grunted against his mouth. Lifting my legs and digging my heels into the mattress, I held his hips, thrusting faster. 
 
    “Ah, oh, yeah. Unh, yeah, right there.” 
 
    With a sudden burst of energy, I growled and rolled us, so he was on his back. Kissing frantically, my arms beneath his thighs, I held his sides and thrust. The sound of my cock pumping the lube in and out grew louder, drowning out the slight creaking of the mattress springs. 
 
    “Oh, god,” he wheezed into my mouth, gripping my ass cheeks to pull me deeper. “Right there. Oh, god, that’s so good.” 
 
    Pressing the heels of my palms to his collarbones, I sat up, his legs dangling over my forearms. Thrusting harder, the bed was shaking, the frame tapping the wall.  
 
    “Fuck, you’re so gorgeous.” 
 
    “Master,” he breathed, bucking against me.  
 
    His cock was flexing on his lower abdomen, the tip glistening. His nails digging into my flesh, he kept tugging, as if he wanted me deeper, somehow.  
 
    The sound of my movements getting louder only turned me on further. Holy hell, I was fucking another man, and it was absolutely the best feeling I’d ever experienced.  
 
    Sitting up, his ankles on my shoulders, he was bouncing against my thrusts. Twining our fingers together, I ground my teeth, pumping harder.  
 
    “Oh, fuck, oh, god, sir. I’m there, I’m there.”  
 
    When his eyes rolled and his jaw fell, I broke the stare to watch his cock. It twitched, rolled a tiny bit, and the vein pulsated right as cum shot across his torso. His balls shrunk and flexed with his muscles contracting around my dick so intensely, I came to an abrupt halt, just to feel it better. 
 
    “Oh, god, Beau, that feels so good.” 
 
    He was grinding against me, bucking up and down, the cum pooling on his lower abdomen. “Master, oh shit, Cassius. Unh!” he howled, the veins in his neck protruding as he pushed his head into the mattress. 
 
    His muscles relaxed and his legs slumped down my sides. Both of us covered in sweat, he was choking for breaths, his palms covering his face.  
 
    Even though I still hadn’t managed to cum, that had the be the single most gratifying, sexual moment of my life. Laying down and rolling to my side, pulling him with me, we kissed, petted, licked, touched, and caressed for nearly half an hour longer. This was the best birthday I’d ever had. I may not be able to ever cum, but if sex with Beau would always feel this good, I no longer cared.  
 
    He was my baby boy, and I wasn’t letting him go without a fight.  
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    Cassius Straith 
 
    A smile on my face the moment I came into cognition, my arms stretched, my spine arching as the wave rolled down to my toes, my ankles cracking when I circled them. Never, had I felt this goddamn satisfied. There was a peace inside that I hoped never left.  
 
    Lifting my lashes, I stared at the ceiling, waiting for my sight to adjust to the darkness. Not recognizing my whereabouts at first, it took a couple moments for my brain to catch up to reality. Right, the rental cottage. Beau got this place to celebrate my birthday. Best surprise of my life.  
 
    My pulse skipped when the rest of the night’s events caught up. Instantly getting hard, I rolled my head to stare at him sleeping peacefully beside me. Sharing a bed with him had become quite normal. Since I’d made him cut back on his drinking, it was almost a nightly occurrence he snuck into my room, my arms seeming to be the only thing that kept his nightmares at bay.  
 
    He was lying on his stomach, his arms folded beneath his pillow, his head turned away. Shifting my weight to my side, my fingertips grazed up his back, his skin breaking out in goosebumps. Laying my palm to his shoulder blade, I continued upward, my fingers burying in his hair to gently massage his scalp. 
 
    He groaned, squirming but not waking.  
 
    Everything about “us” fascinated me. Since I was five or six years old, I had been terrified of him, my biggest bully outside his father. Spring forward about fifteen years, and everything was different. A good five inches taller than me, outweighing me by fifty pounds of bulky, sinewy, firm muscles, and older than me by five years, yet he was my baby boy. I had him on an invisible leash, the snap of my fingers his command, if I chose.  
 
    I had all the power in the world over him. Growing up, I had always fantasized about the horrendous things I would if the tables were ever turned. Truth be known, last year, after the explosion, Robert had hinted Beau might come home, so I had immediately begun working out, toning up, ready to defend myself. Just in case. 
 
    The days of “just in case” were over. He no longer had it in him to torment anyone, much less me, and I had no desire to make him suffer for the things he’d done in the past. As far as I was concerned, the man lying next to me was not the same person who left here years ago. They were two totally different beings.  
 
    My stomach twisting, my heart swelled with a gladness that was new to me. Was this real happiness? I had never been one to be gloomy or negative, but there was always that underlying dread of facing my stepdad every single day. Even now, that seemed so trivial. Beau made me happy.  
 
    I was in love with him. There was no denying that. He was smart, funny, caring, protective, and sexy. He was everything I always wanted, just in a man. My step…brother.  
 
    Nope, not even that deterred this giddiness circling my soul. I didn’t care. I loved him. How could I not? Just the way he looked at me, alone, with so much longing and needing, I was defenseless to deny the feeling building between us. Beau needed me, he depended on me, and I wouldn’t let him down.  
 
    Craning my neck, I pressed my lips to his bicep, scanning the back of his head. “My sweet, baby boy.”  
 
    He made a muddled noise and turned so his face was toward me. I smiled, my heart racing as I examined his features. If anyone told me all those years ago, that one day, my bully would turn out to be my true love, I would have laughed until I cried. Yet here we were.  
 
    Neither of us had said the words, but we knew. I didn’t need to be a bystander to see the love when we looked at one another. It was an energy force, all its own. It was a living, breathing thing. How our parents had overlooked it was mind boggling when everyone else could see it.  
 
    My hand brushed over his tousled hair. “I will take care of you, doll. You never have to worry again.” 
 
    His eyelids clenching, he wiggled about a little, settled, and breathed my name on a sigh, never waking. 
 
    Good boy. I should consume his dreams as I consume his waking thoughts. That was pleasing.  
 
    It was better than his nightmares of war and losing Grant.  
 
    Hunger quaking my stomach, I lifted the sheet and carefully crawled out of bed. Not bothering to dress, I made my way back to the dining room. The candles had burned out long ago, and the food was cold. A tinge of guilt sank into my thoughts. He spent all that time and effort to plan a romantic evening, and I took him straight to the bed, bypassing his thoughtful gestures. 
 
    A silly grin curled my mouth, recalling the moment my cock buried inside him, the look on his face, the sounds he made. Despite not orgasming, it had left me feeling extremely satisfied. I seriously doubted Beau had complaints. The way he came, how hard he yelled my name, his body bucking violently against mine… 
 
    “Christ,” I whispered, cupping my hardon. Closing my eyelids, I tipped my head, closed my eyes, and relived those sensations.  
 
    No complaints on either side.  
 
    Picking up one of the plates, I took it to the kitchen, put it in the microwave, and nuked it for about five minutes. Could lobster go in the microwave? I guess I was about to find out. 
 
    Thick, muscular arms slid around my waist, momentarily startling me. His hard frame pressed into my back, lips scattering kisses from my shoulder to my ear. 
 
    “You are so goddamn beautiful.” 
 
    I shuddered, my insides lurching with excitement. Leaning into him, I reached over to pet the side of his head. “Hello, baby boy.” 
 
    He moaned, his cock sliding between my thighs. I jolted, dropping to my palms on the counter as he rocked back and forth, the length stroking along my balls.  
 
    “Oh, fuck,” I hissed, a tremor rolling down my spine.  
 
    Nibbling my lobe, he asked quietly, “Did Master like his birthday?” 
 
    “Oh, god, yes. Thank you.” 
 
    His cheeks puffed with a smile, his palms splaying out across my chest and stomach. “You were fantastic, Cassius. I’ve never felt that good before.” 
 
    Dizzy, my mouth was opening and closing, my muscles shaking as he continued to stroke his cock beneath me. What the hell was this? Oh, shit, my soul was crawling under my skin, scratching to be released. Overwhelmed at this new sensation, I bucked, reaching behind to grip his sides. 
 
    “Beau.” 
 
    He gulped, his smile falling. “Cassius…I…love you.” 
 
    My heart lurched to my throat, and I froze, my jaw gaping. He said the words. He actually said them. Turning around, I knew I was gawking, but could do nothing to hide my astonishment. Seeing my expression, he grumbled and lowered his chin, closing his eyes.  
 
    Gently holding it, I forced him to look at me, tilting my head. “Do you know how happy you make me?” 
 
    His eyelids rounded, a light flickering in his green gems. His breathing ceased and he tensed. 
 
    “My first thought when I woke up was, I had never been this happy. It’s you, Beau. You make me happy.” 
 
    His brows lifting, he scooted closer, an arm slinking around my waist. “Same,” he muttered, his knuckles caressing my jawline. “I don’t feel scared anymore. I feel…” He gulped loudly, inching even closer, our naked bodies meshing perfectly. “Hopeful.” 
 
    My heart melted. “No need to be scared anymore. I’m going to always take care of you.” Petting the side of his face, I said, “You’re my baby boy, Beau. I’ll fight the entire world for you.” 
 
    His throat constricted again, so much sadness shimmering in his pools. The microwave beeped, but neither of us moved at first. Finally, I kissed the tip of his nose and winked, gently nudging him off. 
 
    “Come on,” I said, opening the door. Getting the plate, I took it to the table and set it down, picking up the other. “Let’s eat this delicious looking meal you worked so hard on. Tell me about your day. I haven’t seen you much today. I missed you.” 
 
    Appearing a bit surprised, he stood in the kitchen, watching me go about heating the other meal. “What, you…want to talk? But…” He timidly motioned to the archway that led to the bedroom. 
 
    I smiled, closed the door, and tapped the buttons, the microwave buzzing and glowing. Resting a palm to the counter, I leaned to that leg, my fist on my side. 
 
    “What? I can’t want you outside of sex?” 
 
    He pulled at his nape, dancing from foot to foot.  
 
    “Beau, look at me.” 
 
    His features scrunched, his shoulders drawing to his ears. 
 
    “Now, doll.” 
 
    Reluctantly, he tipped his head and peered at me.  
 
    “You are priceless, Beau. Inside and outside of the bedroom. I value your thoughts, your time.” Smirking, I slowly raked my sight along his thick, brawny physique. “Your body,” I added huskily.  
 
    His cock jerked and he grunted, his fingers curling to fists at his sides.  
 
    Bringing my attention to his eyes, I pulled a long breath through my nose, staring down the length. “You are mine, and I want to cherish everything about you. I want all of you, Beau, that includes your thoughts, fears, hopes, and disappointments.” 
 
    The beeping indicated the meal was heated, so I opened the door, grabbed it, and slammed it closed. Walking toward him, I gazed into his eyes and said with gentle authority, “Sit down at talk to me.” 
 
    He shuddered, his eyes glossing. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Winking, I set his plate in front of his seat and took mine. He sat down, immediately took a sip of the wine, and cleared his throat. At first, when he began chatting, he wouldn’t make eye contact. I thought about forcing him to but decided it would be best if he did it on his own. It still amazed me how insecure he was now, how much the war had changed him. 
 
    The war, or losing Grant? 
 
    I guess it didn’t really matter. Beau was no longer a bully, he was broken, and I would spend the rest of my life soothing his fragmented soul until he realized how much he was loved and needed.  
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    Cassius Straith 
 
    The night was cool with gentle bursts of air once in a while. The sky was clear and littered with stars and a full moon. Laying on the trampoline with Beau, a sense of tranquility soothed my soul. Other than my insufferable stepfather, I had never thought my life was hard or lacking, yet, suddenly, I was in a completely different place, experiencing a happiness I never knew existed. It made me realize everything before him was mediocrity. This was the life I was always meant to live.  
 
    Rather frisky tonight, he kept trying to tickle me and nuzzle my neck. Laughing and snickering, we were playfully rolling around the mesh, swatting and nudging one another.  
 
    He huffed and laid on his back, tucking an arm beneath his head. Filling his lungs, his profile to me, he slowly exhaled with a lazy smile, staring at the blackened sky. Twining his fingers with mine, he held our hands to his chest, his thumb stroking side to side.  
 
    “I don’t think I’ve ever been this happy, Cass.” 
 
    My heart turned over with excitement. Scooting closer, my hand pulled away so I could roll to my side, my arm draping across his torso to play with his hair. “Yeah, I was just thinking the same.” 
 
    His expression began to fall, his Adam’s apple bobbing. “It scares the hell out of me.” 
 
    My brows furrowing, I lifted to my elbow to gaze down. “Why?” 
 
    A jagged inhale had his nostrils flaring, his lips taut. “I was happy once. And…it all got taken away from me. I…” He gulped again, a palm gliding up my back. “I loved him so much.” 
 
    Sadness sank my stomach, my fingertips gently petting through his hair. “I know, baby boy.” 
 
    “Our relationship took years to get to that place, and yet, here I am, home for a couple months, and…” His brow creased, his other palm holding the side of my face. “Christ, what I feel for you…What the hell did you do to me, Cassius? I didn’t come home, thinking I was going to fall madly in love with my younger stepbrother. I just… I’m terrified of losing you. I barely survived G, if I lost you, there is no way I can—” 
 
    “Hey, hey.” I inched closer, looming above. My hair fell at the natural cowlick, a few strands covering my temple. Forcing a smile, I cupped his jaw, my thumb pressing into his chin so he couldn’t look away. “Listen to me, it’s not going to happen.” 
 
    “But, eventually everyone is going to find out and—” 
 
    “And? I don’t care. I got my band, my mom, and you. What else do I need?” 
 
    “And…and your dolls?” 
 
    “What about them?” 
 
    His features scrunched, his eyelids closing. “I’m terrified one of these days, one of them is finally going to make you cum, and you’re going to fall in love with them and leave me.” 
 
    Unfortunately, my first reaction was to snort, which, as expected, seriously upset him. Scoffing, he rolled his eyes and tried to shove me aside. The mesh bouncing our frames, I crawled on top of him, pushed my palms to his shoulders, and held him down. 
 
    “Get off. Let me go.” 
 
    “That’s not going to happen, doll. I told you once, you’re mine.” 
 
    Wounded, he was practically pouting as he gazed up at me. Smirking, I began to grind against him, stirring his arousal. Though I couldn’t see his irises in the darkness, the sharp inhale through his nose, his chest puffing out, told me he was getting turned on. Sure enough, after only a few seconds, his cock hardened beneath me.  
 
    “My devotion has nothing to do with cum, Beau. It has to do with loyalty, dedication, energy, chemistry.” My voice softening, my head tipped. Rising to my knees, I pushed his sweats down, then mine just enough to release my cock. Licking my fingers, I rubbed at his ass, drawing a husky groan from his chest.  
 
    “A hundred different women can make me cum, and none of them will take your place.” 
 
    His lips parted, his breathing shallowing. “Sir…” 
 
    My smile widened, a finger easing inside. “Such a good boy. Do you love me?” 
 
    “God, yes,” he crooned, gripping my hips.  
 
    “Do you need me?” 
 
    His fingers curled, his nails scratching my skin. His voice gravelly, he replied, “I need you to survive, Master.” 
 
    Lust scorched me from the inside out. Clasping my dick, I aimed and gently forced it in. His head pushed into the mesh, his spine arching with an elongated moan.  
 
    “Oh, fuck, yes.” 
 
    Pleasure rippling through my system, I broke out in goosebumps with a sudden burst of wind. My eyelids fluttering, my lungs seized until I was as deep as I could go, our hips grinding. “Oh, shit, unh. My baby boy feels so goddamn good.” 
 
    He cupped my ass cheeks, writhing uncontrollably. My hand loosely around his throat, I bent over, panting against his face.  
 
    “You need me?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    My heart thumping into my ribs, I stared into his eyes and confessed, “I need you, too.” 
 
    He choked on an inhale, his eyelids rounding. “Cassius?” 
 
    Tauntingly, my tongue snaked out to trace his lips while I began a tender rhythm. “I love you, Beau.” 
 
    He jolted, his fists banging to my pecs. Practically hyperventilating, he croaked, “Please don’t say that unless you mean it.” 
 
    A smile gradually pulling at my mouth, I gave a curt thrust that knocked his teeth together. “I love my sweet, baby boy. Your ass feels so good. Unh,” I grunted with another deep thrust. 
 
    His spine arched again with a much louder groan, his arms stretching to the sides. “Fuck, you’re so deep, sir. You feel so good.” 
 
    “Look at me!” 
 
    His frame relaxed into the trampoline, his sight locked on mine with a trace of fear and uncertainty.  
 
    “I love you, Beau. I promised I would take care of you. I told you once, I ended those relationships, I meant it. There’s no one but you. You’re mine, and I have no intentions of letting you go.” 
 
    “Not even Renee?” 
 
    Again, I snorted and, again, he got offended. It amazed me how different he was. The first time he saw an image of her, he had been turned off by her weight. Now, he was jealous of her, constantly finding ways to sneak her into conversations.  
 
    Bending forward so our noses were touching, I said, “There’s been no one but you for a while now. I’ve only slept with two girls since you’ve been home, once each, and neither were Renee. There’s no pussy in this world that fits my dick as good as yours, baby boy.” 
 
    His arms wrapped around my waist, his hips bucking against me. “Oh, shit, that sounded so fucking hot.” 
 
    “What?” I snickered, moving slowly and deliberately. “You like it when I call your ass my pussy?” 
 
    His eyes rolled and he groaned, speeding up. “Oh, shit, sir. Unh, fuck your pussy.” 
 
    I stilled, curling my fingers around his jaw to force eye contact. He stilled, the uncertainty returning. “I’m going to make love to my baby boy.” 
 
    His features softened with a faint smile. Pulling me down for a passionate kiss, we moved together slowly. Weaving our fingers together, I held his hands above his head, my tongue rolling to the back of his throat. He moaned, his cock smashed between our abdomens, getting stimulated the more I sped up.  
 
    He broke away, curving his neck, so I dipped my chin to nibble the flesh. “Oh, god, I love you, Cassius.” 
 
    Blood rushed to my brain, and I grew dizzy from the power that statement gave. Spreading my knees to part his legs further, I shoved deeper, making wide circles to tug his insides. His nails digging into my knuckles, he was making all kinds of sexy noises, squirming around.  
 
    “Yes, yes, yes. Unh, I’m so close. Oh, my god, sir, yes.” 
 
    My mouth over his ear, I whispered, “Cum for me, baby boy. I want it all over my stomach. Show me how good I’m making you feel.” 
 
    His teeth gleaming, I bucked hard, his ankles hooking behind my knees. “So good, so fucking good. It’s cumming. Unh, it’s cumming—” 
 
    “Oh my god!” 
 
    My mother’s high-pitched squeal ripped through my system like a lightning bolt made of ice. My blood turned cold, all the air knocked from my lungs. I scrambled off Beau, both of us cursing and hastily tugging our pants up to cover ourselves. On my hands and knees, I stared at her standing at the back of the carport, her hands over her mouth, tears streaming down her cheeks. 
 
    My stomach bottomed out, bile rising to my throat. “Oh, shit.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    Beau Matcher 
 
    “Mom,” he croaked, clumsily crawling across the trampoline. Lifting the mesh, he ducked beneath and tumbled to the ground, hyperventilating.  
 
    I rolled to the side, scooted to the edge, and hopped to my feet through the opening. My heartbeat pounding at my ears, my insides were shaking, my sight instinctively looking for my father. There was no doubt in my mind, he would immediately blame Cassius and, given the opportunity, he would kill him. It would break my heart, but I would end my father’s life if he dared touch my man with malicious intent.  
 
    My hands trembling, I raked them through my hair, locking my fingers at my nape. My cock throbbing for being denied the release when it had been so close, my stomach was churning with sickness.  
 
    Cassius didn’t approach her, instead, squatted, his elbows on his knees, his head bowed with shame. I cringed at the sight, my palms slapping to my sides. Everything he just said a few minutes ago? Out the window now that it was real. So much for not caring what other people thought.  
 
    I meant what I said, even if he didn’t. If I ever lost him, it would be the end of the road for me. Barely surviving Grant’s death, to turn around and find something more intense with someone else when I thought I could never love again, and lose him, too? Nope, I wouldn’t make it. I’d have a bullet in my head before morning.  
 
    “Oh…my god,” she wept, trembling violently. 
 
    Cassius only shrunk further, his head so low, his hands were folded over the back.  
 
    “What is going on?” 
 
    The dejection of his reaction killing the pain of my denied orgasm, the erection was quickly fading, a hollowness sinking my gut. Coughing, I crossed my arms, gripping my elbows, my weight leaning to one leg. My teeth grinding, I stared off to the side, too embarrassed to look at either.  
 
    “Mom…” 
 
    She took a couple rushed steps forward, her hands covering her mouth. “What the hell did I just see?” she started to shout but ended with a muted rasp.  
 
    “I can explain—” 
 
    “Explain?” she shrieked, shrugging her arms out. “There’s nothing to explain, Cassius. I know what I saw.” 
 
    My chin fell to my chest so I could pinch the bridge of my nose. There was a timebomb ticking in my brain. The distant echo of shouting and explosions ringing in my ears, my heart was ripping into a million pieces, chaos erupting in my soul. Sweat breaking out over my body, the ground felt like it was shaking beneath my bare feet. A pressure squeezed, pulverizing my bones to dust.  
 
    “Please don’t be mad, Mom. I’m sorry, I’m so sorry!” he shouted, lunging to his feet to grab her wrists. “I didn’t mean to, I swear. Please, don’t be mad.” 
 
    A knife seared through my chest, blinding me with agony. Panicked, I uttered a curse and stormed past them, my fists shaking at my sides. My heart seconds from exploding, I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think. All I could hear was that goddamn explosion, gunfire, shouting…I could smell the fucking sand, the fire, metal burning. I could see Cassius’s horror at us being caught, feel the rejection of him pleading while he apologized for being with me.  
 
    Flinging open the door, I stormed through the kitchen and down the hallway, slamming my bedroom door closed. Panting, my chest on fire, I dropped to my bed, digging the heels of my palms into my eyes. Foam building in the corners of my mouth, an actual sob shook my core, feeling like a million needles stabbing at once.  
 
    “No, no!” I whimpered, stomping my feet into the mattress. Folding both arms over my face, my nose tucked into the crook of an elbow, I let go of my emotions and cried. Overwhelmed with the ever present pain of Grant’s death, hearing, feeling, seeing, smelling the demons from Afghanistan, to now be cut off at the knees by Cassius, it was too much. The internal battle was coming to a crescendo and I didn’t think I could win this time.  
 
    It was too much. Too goddamn much! I was tired of hurting, suffering, being tormented and haunted. It had to end. I needed peace. It all had to end. 
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    I pried my mother’s hands away, tilting my head to force myself into her viewpoint. Pandemonium wreaking havoc on my system, I was tearing up, unable to handle seeing her disappointment. She being my best friend, the most important person in my life for so long, it was killing me to see her looking at me this way. 
 
    “Please, just calm down and let me explain.” 
 
    Blubbering, she shook her head, trying to wriggle out of my hold. “I saw what I saw, there’s no need to explain.” 
 
    “I love him, Mom,” I urged, gently tugging her a little closer. 
 
    She gasped and, even in the dimness of the night, I could see her blanch, her eyes bulging. “That’s not possible,” she squeaked.  
 
    Releasing her, I groaned, throwing my arms out. “Why?” 
 
    “Because…because you’re not gay. You’ve been telling us – everyone – for years.” 
 
    Scoffing, I shrugged, my shoulders curling to my ears. “I never was until him.” 
 
    “He’s not gay!” she whined, swinging her arm toward the house.  
 
    I would rather die a million, painful deaths than expose his secrets, so I merely shrugged a second time. “We can’t explain it, Mom. Trust me, this was not something either of us intended to happen. I didn’t mean to let you find out this way, but…” I jutted my chin to the side, and set my hands on my sides. “I love him. He loves me.” 
 
    She began pacing, patting at her flustered cheeks. Still crying, though not sobbing, she was staring at the grass, not me. “I don’t understand how this happened. You two hated one another.” 
 
    I almost laughed, but the severity of the situation smothered that reaction. “Things changed.” 
 
    “I’ll say,” she snorted, throwing her arms out as she spun around to face me. 
 
    For several moments, we just stared at one another in silence. 
 
    “Not too long ago, when Robert was ridiculing me and putting me down for being gay,” I began, pointing at the ground. “You said you didn’t care if I was.” My hands splayed out. “Well, here I am, coming to you as a gay man, asking you to hold true to that statement.” 
 
    Flipping her wrists, she clucked her teeth with aggravation. “I don’t care none about that, Cass. I just…he’s your brother—” 
 
    “Step…brother.” 
 
    She pouted, crossing her arms. Batting her lashes, she quietly asked, “You really love him?” 
 
    My heart turned over with a wide smile. “I’ve never been happier.” 
 
    “He treats you good?” 
 
    My stomach fluttered with fuzziness, an actual blush burning my cheeks. “Yes, Mom.” 
 
    Her eyelids squinting, she propped a hand on her hip and wagged a finger. “You better treat him good, too, Cassius. I raised you right, you hear?” Aiming that finger at the house, she added, “Now, he’s done been through enough.” The finger was directed toward me again. “So, you best treat him good, hear?” 
 
    Snickering, I nodded. “You don’t have to worry about that, I promise. I’m going to protect him and spend the rest of my life erasing every bad memory he has from Afghanistan.” 
 
    Except Grant. I would never try to impose myself in those memories. I would honor his love for Grant.  
 
    She whined, rubbing her temples. “I’m going to need a few days to come to terms with this, so just be patient with me.” 
 
    “Sure. Um, ahem. C-Can we…not tell Robert, though?” 
 
    Gasping, her attention snapped to mine with a look of horror. “Oh, Christ, please don’t tell him. He’ll lose his mind.” 
 
    Dread curdling my stomach, I gazed at the house over her shoulder, knowing one day, he would have to be told. 
 
    Mom made another awkward sound, closed the distance between us, and wrapped her arms around my neck, patting a shoulder. “I love you, Cassius. And I love Beau. You two are my babies. Nothing’s gonna change that. I don’t get it, I’m confused, but if you two are happy, then I’m going to set aside my own feelings and support you best I can.” 
 
    Relief flooded me and I sagged against her, hugging her tightly. “Thank you, Mom. That means everything to me.” 
 
    She whimpered and stepped away, flapping her wrists again. “Whatever. I’m…Christ…I’m going to go back to bed. I just need some time.” 
 
    “Okay. Goodnight.” 
 
    Heading back to the house, waving her hands over her shoulders, she was mumbling to herself as she went inside. Lingering in the yard, a weak smile curled my mouth as I gazed at Beau’s bedroom window. Chuckling through my nose, I pulled at my nape and headed inside, as well.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 31 
 
      
 
    Cassius Straith 
 
    I locked up the house, cutting off the lights as I made my way down the hallway. Tugging at my ear, I combed my fingers through my hair, heading for Beau’s bedroom. Eager to tell him our mother was accepting, I knew it would be as much a relief to him as myself. Though I doubted his father would ever be okay with his golden, precious, military war hero being a “twink,” it was comforting to know we at least had our mother in our corner. 
 
    A grin spread across my face. The one and only person I was concerned about learning of mine and Beau’s relationship gave us her blessing. I didn’t have anyone else in this world I could live without, but her. 
 
    My hand on his knob, I paused, my pulse quickening. Well, now I had two people. I couldn’t live without her, or him. Thankfully, I would never have to, either.  
 
    I opened his door and stepped inside. “Hey, baby boy. I…” 
 
    Horror doused my soul and turned me into a frozen statue. My stomach bottomed out and my heart stopped beating. My brain completely emptied, I was momentarily struck dumb, incapable of reacting or moving. All I saw was Beau sitting on the edge of his mattress with a gun in his mouth.  
 
    Everything moving in slow motion, I screamed, “No!” at the top of my lungs and lunged forward. I threw myself against him, my chest colliding with his shoulder. He grunted, his arm flinging to the side. The gun went off, the boom deafening, ringing my eardrums. We fell into the mattress, sweat instantly coating my skin.  
 
    “What the fuck is your problem!” I bellowed, shaking his shoulders.  
 
    The pistol rattled to the floor, and he gawked, stunned senseless. Rapidly blinking, his mouth was open, his eyes bloodshot from the tears staining his cheeks. 
 
    I grabbed the sides of his head, my sight blurred with my own tears. Pressing our foreheads together, spit was flying out of my mouth as I continued to yell.  
 
    “Are you crazy? What the fuck were you thinking? Don’t you ever leave me, Beau Matcher. You hear me, you son of a bitch! You are the love of my life, don’t you ever fucking think about doing that again.” 
 
    Sobbing, I wrapped my arms around him, burying my face in the crook of his neck. My heart shattered in a million pieces, I clung to him, panic exploding my nerves.  
 
    “Don’t fucking leave me, Beau. Don’t ever fucking leave me.” 
 
    Bit by bit, his arms lifted to hold me, his frame shuddering violently. “Cassius, I—” 
 
    Footsteps echoed through the house, the floor rumbling. “What the fuck was that?” Robert shouted. 
 
    I quickly sat up, putting a little distance between us right as he and my mother stumbled into the room. Coughing and swiping at my face, I was too scared to look at them, afraid he would see right away how much I was in love with his son.  
 
    “Beau?” she squeaked, creeping forward while he hovered in the frame, dumbfounded. “What happened, baby?” 
 
    Coughing, I jumped to my feet and snatched the gun. Having never even held one before, I had no idea what to do with it, so I shoved it against Robert’s portly belly and snapped, “Take this. I don’t care what you do with it, get it out of the fucking house.” 
 
    Blanched, his eyes bulging, he looked from it to his son several times, recognition gradually sinking into his shallow, narrow mind. “Son?” 
 
    Beau cringed and bowed his head. Scooting into the far corner of his bed, he pulled his knees to his chest, wrapped his arms around them, and hid his face with shame.  
 
    “Baby, why?” she wept, sitting on the edge of the mattress. Hesitantly reaching for him, she pulled away to clasp her hands in front of her chest. “Why?” 
 
    “Just leave me alone.” 
 
    Snorting, I folded my arms, pacing the floors. “Like that’ll happen. You are officially never going to be alone again, got it? Never!” 
 
    Robert gulped and pressed some button on the side of the gun. The clip popped out, his shaking hands holding them at his sides. “Beau, what’s going on, son?” 
 
    “Leave me alone!” he shouted behind his knees.  
 
    Mom crept closer, finally touching his bicep, just to have him shrug her off. “Why?” she whimpered, the tears dripping from her cheeks.  
 
    He was shaking, his shoulders jerking to his own sobs. “I can’t do it, I just can’t handle it anymore. It’s too much!” he barked, folding his arms over his head. “Every fucking night, those images are in my head. Every day, I see them everywhere.” 
 
    I bent forward to grab my knees, the anguish slicing my soul in half. I had promised to protect him but had done the opposite. Despite knowing his struggles, knowing he needed therapy, I had ignored everything to focus on adapting to us falling in love. I kept pushing it off, thinking maybe the next day or the next. Ignoring his drinking, holding him at night, calming him in the shower while bathing him…Band aids. I let my baby boy down because I had been too caught off guard by my feelings to focus on the more important details.  
 
    Beau was struggling with PTSD. Instead of insisting he get help, I thought I could fix his problems. I thought if I just loved him harder, held him tighter, I could make everything better.  
 
    Sorrow icing my veins, I dropped to a squat, covering my mouth with both hands. Two seconds later, two measly seconds, and I would have lost him forever. No matter how much I saw his struggles, I never knew how deep they went, how tortured his mentality was. How could I know? How could anyone who had never been to war understand what plagued his psyche on a daily basis?  
 
    Robert set the gun and clip on the top of the dresser and approached the bed, lowering to his knees. “Son, if you needed help, why didn’t you say something?” 
 
    Mom was now leaning against the wall beside him, petting his hair, her cheek on his bicep. “My sweet, sweet baby. Harming yourself is not the answer.” 
 
    Bolting upright, his face bright red, eyelids clenched, he screamed, “I don’t know what the fucking answer is, I just know I can’t handle this anymore! I can’t lose anyone else. I can’t. I just can’t.” 
 
    He curled into her chest, clinging to her, sobbing hysterically. She cried right along with him, holding and rocking, shushing and soothing. Robert laid his face into the mattress, his frame shaking.  
 
    I stared at the picture of him and Grant, my soul burning for his grief. Several minutes ticked by in the thickest, tensest silence of my life. When the doorbell rang, I seemed to be the only one who heard it, so I snuck out of the room and jogged down the hallway. Opening it, I deflated and covered my face. 
 
    A neighbor must have heard the gunshot and called the police. 
 
    “Sir, we’ve got a report of an incidence involving gunfire? Is everyone okay?” 
 
    Pulling a long, jagged breath through my nose, I squared my shoulders and stared at him. Beau was never going to forgive me for this, but what choice did I have? His safety was more important than keeping peace. If I turned a blind eye again, and next time, didn’t get to him before… 
 
    Clenching my eyelids, I pinched the bridge of my nose, hissing through gritted teeth at the horrifying images flickering in my brain. I would rather him be alive and resent me, than dead.  
 
    “Um, no, sir,” I croaked. Clearing my throat, I wiped at the brimming tears, stepped away from the door, and motioned down the hallway. “Um, my…m-my…s-step…brother…He, uh, ahem. H-He…tried to…”  
 
    Acid coated my tongue at just the notion of saying the words. Covering my mouth and gulping down the vomit, I closed my eyes and pulled a long, jagged breath through my nose.  
 
    “Kill himself.” 
 
    The officer’s eyelids rounded a bit before he pressed the button on the speaker at his shoulder. Grumbling a few codes I didn’t understand, he entered the house. “Is he armed?” 
 
    “No, sir. I got the gun from him and gave it to his father. Our parents are in there with him now.” 
 
    His head bobbing, he strode down the narrow hallway, his shoulders barely fitting. His fingers rapping the frame, he stepped inside, and Beau immediately began shouting and cursing.  
 
    Curling my arms around myself, my shoulders bunched at my ears, I grimaced when he screamed, “Fuck you, Cassius! I fucking hate you.” 
 
    My heart breaking anew, I went to the far corner of the living room, tucked into the niche next to the fireplace, and sank down to the floor. My chin quivering, the tears flowed freely.  
 
    He was the love of my life, and I just annihilated our relationship. As much as this pained me, at least he would get the help he needed. So long as he was alive, I could deal with the repercussions.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 32 
 
      
 
    Cassius Straith 
 
    Robert scoffed down his breakfast, his frame hunched over the table. Barely looking up once, he hadn’t said a word to my mother or me since sitting down.  
 
    Slouching in my chair, I stared out the window to the carport, tapping my fork on the edge of the plate. My insides were writhing with agony, the pain unbearable the last week since Beau was involuntarily committed to a mental facility by authorities.  
 
    Emotions clogged my throat, a thin layer of perspiration coating my skin. A week. He’d been gone a week, with the potential of being held for a hundred and fifty days. Five months. And so far, Beau had refused any and all contact from me.  
 
    One goddamn week, and I was drowning in misery. Such a far cry from my jumping for joy when he left for the Marines and cringing when he returned. So much had changed the last couple months, he had become such an intricate part of my existence…I had become dependent on his constant shadowing, following me around like a lovesick puppy. If I’d had any doubts about my feelings simply being an ego boost from the unyielding attention, this was a wakeup call. Without a doubt, I was in love with him, and his absence was shredding me apart.  
 
    No, his rebuke was doing more damage.  
 
    Why couldn’t he understand why I did what I did? I was worried about him, he needed help I could never give. For weeks, I was naïve in thinking I was all he needed. Every day, his laughter and good humor, us falling more in love, was nothing but a diversion. There were demons inside, lurking, waiting for the perfect moment to go off.  
 
    I was not enough to heal his traumas. I was a distraction, his distraction from avoiding the inevitable. My choice that night saved his life, bottom line, and for that, I would never be sorry.  
 
    But I couldn’t deny I was dying without him. How the hell did this happen? How did I fall so goddamn hard for the man who tormented me most my life? 
 
    “Good lord, Robert, slow down and chew. What’s the rush?” 
 
    “Going to see Beau.” 
 
    My stomach dropped, my attention snapping across the table. “You’re going to see him?” 
 
    He nodded, shoveling another bite into his mouth. “Yup. It’s been a week, he’s allowed to have visitors.” 
 
    Excitement rushing my veins, I scooted the chair back, tossing my fork. “I’ll be ready in ten minutes.” 
 
    He bristled, his eyelids narrowed, his jaw rotating to his chews. “What the hell for? You ain’t coming.” 
 
    “Robert.” 
 
    My enthusiasm plummeted and I sank back to the seat. “What? Why not?” 
 
    He scoffed, grabbing his glass of juice to guzzle down half. “Why the hell would I bring you?” 
 
    I snorted and shrugged my arms out. “Because we’re stepbrothers?” 
 
    His features scrunching with disapproval, his tongue licked his teeth. “Please, you two don’t even like one another. You ain’t nothing but a pansy, Beau don’t want nothing to do with you.” 
 
    “Enough, Robert.” 
 
    Crossing my arms, I turned my profile to him to stare out the window at the front of the house. My leg bouncing beneath the table, my insides were twisting. “I saved his life, does that mean nothing?” 
 
    Aggravated, he tossed his fork down and wiped his face with a napkin. “You want a gold star for doing that? For what? For finally growing a pair and being a man, for once? Get off your perch, twink. You ain’t special.” 
 
    The hurt stabbed at my chest, my eyelids closing.  
 
    “I said enough!” Mom shouted, slapping her palm to the table. 
 
    Gulping past the restriction in my throat, I snapped, “You can’t stop me from going.” 
 
    He laughed and stood, tossing the napkin on his plate. “No, I reckon I can’t.” 
 
    I started to rise again.  
 
    “But the hospital can.” 
 
    Frozen halfway to my full height, I blinked slowly, warning bells ringing.  
 
    “What do you mean?” she asked, her attention darting anxiously between us. 
 
    A pompous, arrogant grin spit his face in half. Tugging at his belt, he was far too happy to reply, “Beau’s put you on the ‘do not allow’ list. You ain’t going nowhere near my boy, twinkle toes.” 
 
    Devastated, my jaw fell. Slowly sinking back to the chair, my mother whimpered and covered my fist shaking on the surface. “What?” 
 
    Strutting around the table for the arch, he snipped, “Told you he don’t want nothing to do with you. My boy, now he’s special. He’s important. Stay the fuck away from him, faggot.” 
 
    He rounded the corner and a minute later, the stairs were creaking under his weight. My heart bleeding, I stared in disbelief at the table. 
 
    “He hates me,” I said, blinking back the welling tears. 
 
    “No, he doesn’t, honey. He’s just going through a rough patch. Give him some time—” 
 
    Snatching my hand from under hers, I hopped to my feet, stormed down the hallway, and slammed my bedroom door, locking it. Overwrought with a sorrow I’d never experienced, I flung myself to the mattress and buried my face. He hated me.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 33 
 
      
 
    Beau Matcher 
 
    My dad pulled the sedan into the carport and cut off the engine. Just like a few months ago, my stomach was knotted with dread. The first time, I was anxious because I knew with how much I’d changed, if my father found out, I’d be disowned. Now, the very notion of looking Cassius in the eyes had me on edge.  
 
    My elbow on the window, I exhaled loudly, rubbing my thumb and fingers in and out over my brows. How the hell was I supposed to do this? I almost wished that goddamn hospital would have kept me longer than three weeks. I didn’t belong here. I felt that way a few months ago, and now there was no doubt. I never should have come home.  
 
    Perhaps I should just pack up and leave in the middle of the night. I had enough money to buy a truck. Maybe I should get a camper and just go nomad, touring the country, sleeping in a different city every night. I could get a dog from the pound to keep me company.  
 
    I didn’t need anyone else. My father only loved me because he thought I was like him. My mother would never care about me as much as she did Cassius because I wasn’t her biological son. Cassius was a fucking liar with empty promises, and everyone in the band was his friends, not mine. What ties did I have to Montgomery? Why stay here?  
 
    “Come on, son,” he said, patting my knee. “Your mom has cooked you up your favorite meal.” 
 
    One corner of my mouth lifted. She loved me, yes, but at the end of the day, she would forever take Cassius’s side.  
 
    The memory of him begging, pleading for her to not be angry, chanting how he hadn’t meant to, assaulted my brain and I winced, digging my thumb and index into my eyes. I was a fucking fool for believing him. Was this my punishment for moving on too soon after Grant? What the hell was I thinking?  
 
    He got out, so I did, too, cursing under my breath. As he was opening the backseat for my suitcase, the side door swung open and Mom ran down the steps, already sniveling.  
 
    “My baby boy!” she wept, throwing herself against me, her arms locking tightly around my neck.  
 
    Baby boy.  
 
    Barely hugging her back, my sight flitted to the door at Cassius. His eyelids were rounded, his shoulders heaving with shallow breaths. His hair, parted on the side, fell around his blanched face with that natural cowlick above the temple. Wearing a black, button up shirt with the top few undone to expose his smooth, tanned chest, he had on black jeans that had rips all over the thighs to the knees.  
 
    My heart skipped a beat, my stomach swirling. Fuck, he was so beautiful.  
 
    Nervously, he gripped the door’s frame, biting the bottom corner of his mouth. His sight raked over me slowly, his brows lifted. Right away, my body reacted, a wave of heat crashing over my system. Coughing, I abruptly pushed her away and bowed my chin, tugging at my nape. 
 
    Dad chuckled, patting and squeezing a shoulder. “Let’s get you inside, son. Come on.” He strode up the steps and snarled at Cassius. “Get the fuck out of the way, twink. God, you’re always in the way.” 
 
    Not paying him any attention, his focus never left mine. With a gentle nudge from Mom, I reluctantly approached, my insides shaking the closer I got. Inches away now, I paused, peering down my nose. His mouth opened and closed, but nothing came out. My eyelids narrowing, I glared and hastily brushed by, purposely knocking my elbow against his side. He grunted and fell into the door, rubbing the spot. 
 
    Mom flashed him a weak smile, patted his chin, and walked in, as well. “Are you hungry? I have dinner ready.” 
 
    “I should unpack—” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Dad chimed in, tossing the luggage just outside the kitchen’s archway. “Let’s eat. No point in letting this food get cold.” 
 
    Deflating, I relented, and went to the dining room. Pulling my chair out to plop down, my elbows banged to the surface, my palms pressing together over my mouth and nose. Mom combed her fingers through my hair, dropped a kiss to my forehead, and shuffled int the kitchen. 
 
    The side door finally closed, and Cassius hovered in the archway, rubbing his hands up and down his sides. I cast him a sideways leer and looked away, staring out the window to the front yard.  
 
    “Go, sit,” Mom whispered to him with a quick peck to his cheek.  
 
    He cleared his throat and crept to the chair across the table from me. Lowering, he continued to ogle me, but I ignored him. Slouching a bit, a leg bouncing beneath the table, I crossed my arms and stewed. Decision made. In the morning, I would borrow my dad’s car, go into town, and buy me a vehicle. By tomorrow night, Montgomery would be a dot in my rearview mirror.  
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    Beau Matcher 
 
    My suitcase opened on my mattress, I studied the painting above it with mixed emotions. I had had so much hope in my relationship with Cassius, thinking he was the one to heal me from my traumas. He was the one to complete me, fill my voids, make me happy. 
 
    And I had been happy. More so than I thought I ever could be again. His devotion, affection, encouragement had made me feel almost normal, like before I went to war. There had been a peacefulness in my soul I’d been lacking for years. Hanging out with him and the band, not hiding that I was madly in love with him, I’d felt truly accepted for the first time in my life.  
 
    Now I had shit. Lost hopes, broken dreams, humiliation at being played. I took one step forward, just to take a dozen back. I now felt worse than when I first came home.  
 
    I rolled up my tee shirt and shoved it in the suitcase, staring at the picture of me and Grant. Grimacing at our happy smiles, I looked away, turning the frame so it was face down. I couldn’t handle that right now. I betrayed Grant, let myself fall in love, and got played. What was I thinking? Cassius had stated more than once he wasn’t gay. How did I fall for his line of love and forever? I was an experiment, nothing more.  
 
    I gazed down at the tattoo on my arm, grief twisting my shattered heart. Neither me nor Grant were gay until something clicked between us. We never thought of one another as an experiment.  
 
    There was a light knocking on my door, drawing my attention.  
 
    “Please let me in,” Cassius begged. 
 
    My eyes rolling, I returned to my dresser for another shirt, rolling it how I was taught in boot camp. Going to the bed, I added it to the rest. He had been trying to get in off and on for half an hour. When would he just give up and go away? Couldn’t he take a hint? 
 
    There was a grating sound, the doorknob jiggling. Furrowing my brows, I craned my neck just in time to see the door swing open. Cassius strutted inside, waving a butterknife.  
 
    “Easy breezy.” 
 
    Sneering, I looked away, going to the dresser for more clothes. 
 
    His expression dropped and he stilled in the center of the room. “Why does it look like you’re packing and not unpacking?” 
 
    “I’m leaving.” 
 
    “You’re…Excuse me, what?” 
 
    “You heard me.” 
 
    The drawer empty, I shut it, taking the last few shirts to the bed. Tossing them on the mattress, I rolled one at a time to make sure everything fit. 
 
    He ran over, shoving my shoulder to spin me around. “What the hell do you mean, you’re leaving?” 
 
    “I don’t belong here. I’m out.” 
 
    Appearing devastated, he dropped the knife and fisted the hair at his temples. “Why are you doing this? Huh? I did what I had to to save your life.” 
 
    “You threw me to the wolves to save yourself.” 
 
    He stomped over to the door and quietly closed it, turning around to leer. “Are you out of your mind?” 
 
    “According to the docs, no, that’s why they let me go.” 
 
    “That’s not funny.” 
 
    I snorted, working the last shirt. Actually, it kind of was.  
 
    Crossing the room, he spun me again, grabbing the sides of my face. My heart lurched and my breaths shallowed. God, I fucking loved him. I loved him more than I thought possible. It wasn’t necessarily more than Grant, but it was definitely different. More intense, stronger. Though I understood why me and Grant had to be secretive, it had been empowering that Cassius showed me off, being affectionate with me regardless of who was around. It somehow made our relationship feel more real, more solid. 
 
    It was all a lie. The second we got caught, he turned on me like I was a filthy little secret. He was ashamed of me. He didn’t love me. 
 
    “You cannot leave me, Beau. I can’t do this.” 
 
    Snarling, I shrugged him off and pushed him away. “Don’t fucking touch me.” 
 
    Angry, he lunged forward, gripping my nape fiercely. Fire sparking in his light brown irises, his complexion turned red, his nostrils flaring. “You are mine. You are my baby boy, and I’m not letting you go.” 
 
    Next thing I knew, his lips were crushing on mine, his tongue filling my mouth. My insides lurched, a bolt of lightning striking my core. My head reeling, I groaned, balling my hands to fists at the back of his shirt. My body instantly responding, lust scorched my blood, my stomach turning over.  
 
    Cassius fumbled with my jeans, his movements frantic. Pulling my cock out, he dropped to his knees and took me straight into his throat. Stunned, my foot shot out to the side to hold my balance, an invisible fist punching my gut. Choking on an inhale, my eyes rolled, my jaw falling. 
 
    “Oh, shit.” 
 
    Fisting his hair, I tried to fight my urges, but found myself rocking in and out, reveling the feel of his tongue and lips.  
 
    He slid a finger into my crack, wiggling it to the hole. Easing inside, it curled straight for my prostate and my knees shook. Overwrought with pleasure, I clutched his shoulder, my palm spreading across my lower abdomen. Moaning, my balls were already tightening. Twenty-six days without his touch had me reeling too quickly. 
 
    Releasing me to pump his fist, he tipped his head, glaring up at me. “You’re mine, Beau. I’m never letting you go. I fucking love you.” 
 
    My soul spun, the declaration sending me over the edge. Throwing my head back, a long, gravelly moan shook my chest as I came over his mouth.  
 
    “Give it to me, baby boy. Yes.” His hold tightening, he pulled me back between his lips and continued fingering, sucking until the orgasm receded. 
 
    Shuddering and panting, I bent over, resting my forehead to the top of his. His finger eased out and his palm gradually released. Holding my hips, he tipped his head back to gaze at me. 
 
    “Don’t leave me, baby boy. Don’t fucking break my heart.” 
 
    Confused, I grimaced and stepped away, hiking my jeans back up. “What games are you playing, Cass? Huh? Why are you doing this to me? Is this some kind of sick, twisted revenge for tormenting you when we were kids? I’m fucking sorry!” I shouted, throwing my arms out to the sides.  
 
    He rose, lifting his tee shirt to wipe my cum off his face. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “I was there!” I barked a little too loudly, pointing over his shoulder at the backyard. “You were begging Mom not to be mad, and you were sorry because you didn’t mean to.” My spine snapping straight, I jabbed my chest and seethed, “I never forced you to do anything. You were just as eager as I was, so your ‘didn’t mean to’ spiel is bullshit.” 
 
    He did a doubletake, his features scrunching. “Beau…No, baby. No.” Shaking his head, he approached, cupping my cheeks to force me to look at him. “What I meant when I said that, was I didn’t mean for her to find out that way.” 
 
    Taken aback, my heart stilled with a trace of hope. “What?” 
 
    A small, sad smile tugged his lips. “I told her I loved you, and I was sorry that was how she found out. I was asking her not to be mad because she caught us making love. I never, ever,” he stressed, pulling me closer. “Apologized for being with you.” 
 
    My pulse was racing, and I was shaking, barely able to take a full breath. “What?” I croaked with a small sob. 
 
    “I love my baby boy,” he continued, petting my cheek, his head tipped. “I told Mom that, and she accepted us.” 
 
    My stomach turned over, my jaw falling. “She…did?” 
 
    The smile broadened. “Yes. She says it’s weird and she doesn’t understand, but as long as we make one another happy, that’s all that matters. Even lectured me about how I needed to be good to you, or else.” 
 
    Emotions rising, the back of my nose was burning. “She said that? About me?” 
 
    “Yes,” he chuckled, splaying his hands out before returning them to my cheeks. “Why are you so surprised? She loves you.” 
 
    “But I’m not her son.” 
 
    His brows furrowed and his lips grew taut. “Why the hell would you say that? Of course, you are.” 
 
    “Not her real son—” 
 
    He grabbed my chin and yanked me forward, our noses bumping. “You listen to me right now, Beau. Mom has never, once, in your entire life of being here, treated you differently than me. She has never seen you as anything other than her biological son, so whatever demon is in your head, planting those seeds of doubt, you need to get rid of it right goddamn now. Me and you aside, that is your mother, genetics be damned. She would lay her life down for you as quickly as me.” 
 
    Daring to hold his sides, I inched closer, the hope creeping back into my soul. “And…y-you?” 
 
    His fingers lessened, his thumb stroking side to side on my chin. “I’m your man, Beau. Now and forever. I promised to take care of you, and that’s what I’m going to do. So long as there is breath in my lungs, you are my baby boy.” 
 
    Weeks of insecurities, doubts, and fear melted away. Heaving a sigh, I sagged against him, my face burying in the crook of his neck. My arms slinking around his slender frame, I gripped him tightly as a shiver rocked my core.  
 
    “I love you, Cassius.” 
 
    His fingers raking my hair, he scattered kisses everywhere he could. “I love you, too. Now let’s unpack this suitcase so I can lay in that bed and hold my baby boy. I’ve missed you so much.” 
 
    With a rush of emotions, I pulled away just enough to steal a fervent kiss, my insides tingling with excitement. He loved me! He wasn’t ashamed of being with me, he really did love me. As long as I had that, I had everything I needed. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 34 
 
      
 
    Cassius Straith 
 
    I really should be in the studio, working. Ever since Beau came home, however, all my free time had gone to him while everything else in my life was put on a backburner. Even hanging out with the band had dwindled away to only when we had shows. It was unhealthy, and I knew it, but didn’t quite care at the moment.  
 
    The house empty because our parents were at work, we were lying in his bed, naked, petting, kissing, loving. Being with him felt so goddamn good, the fact I couldn’t cum was becoming less and less of an issue. He could, I still enjoyed it, and that’s all that mattered. All my former lovers, I always got so frustrated. Every time we started having sex, it was always in the back of my mind, This time, I’ll cum.  
 
    When it became obvious it wouldn’t happen, I always grew aggressive, taking my frustrations out on them. I hadn’t ever intended to be dominant, it just developed over time because of the self-hatred and strife. In a way, sex had quickly become a struggle for me, something I enjoyed in the beginning, but hated by the time my lover was orgasming.  
 
    And a piece of me always resented them for being able to do something so easily, it seemed I never would.  
 
    It wasn’t like that with Beau. Being the only person who knew about my “fault,” having his complete acceptance removed the stress and allowed me to once again enjoy the sensations. I no longer went into the experience with that voice chiming, This time, it’ll happen this time. All my brain focused on was showing Beau how much I loved him.  
 
    As a result, sex was once again pleasurable, no longer a challenge. I still wasn’t able to climax, but my man was, and seeing his expressions, hearing the sounds he made because I was making him feel good made me dizzy with lust each and every time. If I never came, I knew it would be okay, he didn’t care. And, by miracle, if the day came that I could, I knew it would be because of him.  
 
    His thumb tucked under my jaw, his fingers splayed over my cheek, our tongues were swirling, my palm gently rubbing up and down his cock on his abdomen.  
 
    “Do you trust me, Cass?” he whispered between kisses. 
 
    Tingling head to toe, my thumb pressed into his slit, smearing the sticky precum. “Yes.” 
 
    “Promise?” 
 
    Tilting my head, I pulled his lobe between my teeth, dipping my tongue into his ear. “I love you so much.” 
 
    He groaned, arching toward me. “Promise to never stop?” 
 
    “Never, baby boy. We’re forever.” 
 
    Abruptly, he sat up and hopped from the bed. Startled, I fell forward, blinking rapidly. Panting, my cock aching, I squinted through the lustful haze as he jogged to his closet. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Experimenting.”  
 
    Getting a box from the shelf, he returned to the bed and plopped down, jostling me about on the mattress. I grinned, studying his brawny, tan muscles. His time at the hospital and away from the gym, he’d lost some mass, but was still a good thirty pounds larger than me, and it was made up of nothing but lean, hard muscles. And I fucking loved it. One of these days, I was going to have to admit to Robert he’d been right all these years. Not only was I gay, the man of my dreams was a bulky gym rat.  
 
    Better yet, he got turned on that I was the opposite. He loved my slender frame and feminine features. He found me beautiful. 
 
    Beautiful. I would never get used to how aroused I got every time a man called me beautiful.  
 
    Grinning, my palm glided up the inside of his thigh to grip his cock, tenderly pulling the skin down over the head. He moaned, his shoulders slumping forward, the box falling to the pillows. Stroking upward, the skin covered it, so my thumb pressed into the center. 
 
    “What’s in the box, doll?” 
 
    He held my wrist and urged me away. “I need to focus.” 
 
    Laughing, I sat up, tucking my hair behind my ears. “What’s in there?” 
 
    He scooted around until my legs were draped over his, my feet behind him. Inching closer, our cocks were touching. Once more, I smirked and held him, trying to dock us. 
 
    “Wait, wait. No, no, no.” 
 
    Snickering, my cheek rested on my shoulder as I gazed at him with pure adoration. The back of my knuckles petted along his cheekbone, my sight tracing every gorgeous inch.  
 
    Almost blushing, he lifted the lid, revealing a bunch of metal rods and rubber tubes of different lengths. My brows furrowing, I bent forward to get a better look. “What’s that?” 
 
    “You trust me, right?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    Picking up a black tube that was about fifteen inches long, he laid it across a thigh, and got a small bottle of lube from the box, as well. Flipping the lid, he squeezed a tiny drop to his fingers, tossed it aside, and began smearing it all along the length. 
 
    “This was something G used to love.” 
 
    My focus shifted to him out the corner of my eye for just a second before darting over to the framed image on the nightstand. He still woke in the middle of the night sometimes, screaming out for him. Since returning from the hospital, his drinking had lessened significantly. He was now on medication to help with his PTSD, and spoke with a counselor twice a week, once on the phone, once in person. Slowly, but surely, he was learning to cope with his depression and trauma. 
 
    He would never heal from Grant, however, and I never expected him to. I wasn’t jealous that he still spoke of him…still loved him. In fact, I was thankful for his presence in Beau’s life. The man transformed my tormentor into the most amazing, lovable, vulnerable human being. The man I was head over heels in love with existed, thanks to Grant Franklyn’s influence. His ghost would always be welcomed. I owed him so much. 
 
    His palm cupped the underside of my cock, and he brought the pointed tip of that tube closer. My eyelids rounding, I bristled, ice hitting my veins. “What the hell are you doing?” 
 
    “Shh,” he stated without looking up. Concentrating on what he was doing, he added, “Trust me, sir. Please, I need you to trust me.” 
 
    My muscles tensing, I again shot a glance to Grant, my chest caving without proper breaths. Gripping his calves, I braced myself, not really sure what to expect.  
 
    The rubber piece carefully glided into my slit, and I sucked on my teeth, the pointed tip jabbing the inside. “Beau—” 
 
    “Shh, please, trust me, Cass. If you don’t like it, I’ll throw the box away, but at least try it.” 
 
    My toes twitching, I stared down in horror as it went deeper. My cock was only seven inches long, no way he intended to put that whole thing inside. 
 
    Discomfort had me hissing through my teeth, squirming on the mattress. Sweat coating my skin, my nails were clawing at his legs. This was too much, I couldn’t do this.  
 
    Bit by bit, it eased deeper, my urethra stretching to accommodate. Yet again, I looked at Grant’s image, my jaw on my chest. He liked this? People liked this? Why? 
 
    “Shh,” he coaxed, going further.  
 
    The tip hit something that had me breaking out in goosebumps, a shiver undulating my spine. Pushing my weight into his shins, my ass lifted off the mattress, tingles prickling everywhere. “Oh…shit.” 
 
    He smiled, finally tipping his head to make eye contact. “You like it?” 
 
    “I…unh…I don’t…know.” 
 
    Everything tightening, my shoulders at my ears, I was leaning forward, hyperventilating. Drenched in sweat by now, I looked down just in time to see the last inch disappear. Dumbfounded, I froze, unable to even breathe. All of that was inside me? How was that possible? Did I like it? It kept teetering between uncomfortable to pleasurable, so I couldn’t tell.  
 
    Then his fingers curled around my width and began pumping …and I lost my mind. Throwing my head back, an awkward moan spilled from my chest, my muscles trembling.  
 
    “Oh, fuck, don’t stop.” 
 
    He snickered, adding a tiny bit of pressure. “You like it. Does it feel good, Cassius?” 
 
    Making tiny rocks with my hips, still digging my nails into his shins, I moaned, “So, fucking good, baby boy.” 
 
    He leaned forward, dragging his tongue along my arched neck. Shuddering from the pleasure, I was too afraid to move, fearful it might hurt.  
 
    “I love you, sir.” 
 
    I fell forward, clutching his nape, my opened mouth on the side of his neck. Something tingling, it took all my willpower not to urinate as the tube brushed against my bladder. “Don’t fucking stop.” 
 
    To my chagrin, however, he gradually pulled it out and tossed it aside. I finally exhaled a full breath, the sense of emptiness allowing my muscles to sag. That was the craziest but most erotic thing I’d ever felt.  
 
    Beau picked up a thin, metal rod that was about twelve inches long. Spreading lube from one end to the other, he planted a tiny kiss to my lips and began inserting one tip inside my cock.  
 
    An uncontrollable, loud, guttural moan escaped, my fingers digging into him once more. The tube was one thing, this was a totally different sensation. Hard and cold, it had me shaking, breaking out in goosebumps a second time. Staring in disbelief, I prayed he didn’t try to go as deep as he had with the tube. That was bendable, rubber, pliable. This was fucking metal. 
 
    There was a metal rod inside my dick.  
 
    And it felt fucking amazing.  
 
    “Beau,” I wheezed, choking on shallow inhales. “What are you doing?” 
 
    Shrugging me off, he stopped with only about five inches inside, to my relief. He shifted his weight to get a tiny bit closer, and then worked his cock over the other end. His length a little longer, our tips met in the middle. Not done throwing me over the coals, he then pulled his skin over my head, and docked us. 
 
    “Oh…shit,” I croaked, sweat dripping down my temples. 
 
    He took my wrist and brought it down, wrapping my fingers around my cock. “Feel, Cass. Feel it.”  
 
    Afraid but intrigued, I slowly began to pump, the hardness of the rod rolling my flesh in my palm. “Oh, shit!” 
 
    Gently removing my touch, he took over, his palm stroking up and down both our lengths. Overwrought with this new sensation, my shoulder blades fell against the wall, my spine arching toward him.  
 
    “Don’t stop, baby boy. Fuck, don’t stop.” 
 
    “My master like this?” 
 
    “Unh, so goddamn much. Harder. Please, go faster.” 
 
    Obliging, the sounds grew louder, the movements rocking the mattress. He was grunting, our heavy pants filling the air. Writhing, I grabbed his ankle, my other hand burying in my hair.  
 
    “Fuck, you’re so beautiful. Unh, so goddamn beautiful, Cassius.” 
 
    Writhing, unsure how to process what I was feeling, I was losing control. My stomach was tightening, everything scorching hot. Blinded by the intense pleasure, I was making all kinds of erotic sounds, my body doing its own thing. 
 
    “Fuck, I’m gonna cum just watching you. I can’t believe how beautiful you are.” 
 
    “Beau!” I cried, gritting my teeth. My back arching and relaxing, it was clapping against the wall, pressure building in my cock. 
 
    His hand tightened and picked up speed. Squeezing the rod harder, a warm wetness pooled around my head as his orgasm hit.  
 
    “I’m cumming, sir. Oh, fuck, I’m cumming. I love you, I love you, I love you,” he chanted.  
 
    My eyes rolling, I held on to both his ankles and lifted my ass off the mattress. He choked on a grunt because it moved our dicks, therefore moving the rods. 
 
    “Beau!” I shouted, a lightning bolt ripping through my system.  
 
    “Cassius!” he growled, extending my name. A husky moan filling the air, he came to an abrupt halt, his free hand clawing at my hip.  
 
    Inch by inch, I sank to the mattress, awestruck at what just happened. Very slowly, very carefully, he pulled his skin back, all his cum spilling to the sheets between our thighs. Taking his time, he withdrew from his end, and then removed the rod from my cock. 
 
    It immediately fell limp, though his kept twitching. Gulping breaths of air, the heels of my palms pressed to my temples, a mild state of shock sinking into my bones. 
 
    Beau smirked, setting the rod aside before climbing to his knees and crawling forward. Scattering kisses all over my chest, collar, neck, and face, he whispered, “That was the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. You are fucking gorgeous, Cassius. I can’t believe you’re mine.” 
 
    Trembling, I folded my arms around his shoulders and laid down, pulling him with me. Staring at the ceiling, my mouth still gaping, I continued to quiver head to toe. I still didn’t cum, but that had to be the closest I’d ever been. That was fucking unreal.  
 
    And it was all thanks to Beau. To say he changed my life since coming home from war was an understatement. I would never be who I was just a few short months ago, and I had him to thank for the rest of my life.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 35 
 
      
 
    Cassius Straith 
 
    Things were slowly getting back to normal. Beau was continuing with his therapy, the drinking was almost nonexistent, and the nightmares were fading. Our mother supported us in privacy but helped us keep our secret from Robert. Once again, we had fallen into quite the comfortable pattern where he followed me around everywhere I went, we hung out with the band, and Beau even performed with Regina once in a while.  
 
    Afraid of us becoming too dependent on one another, I had insisted he start picking up hobbies of his own, encouraging him to return to the gym. So, every morning when our parents went to work, I went to my studio in the backyard, and he went to work out. By noon, he was returning home, and I was taking a break to have lunch with him.  
 
    It was perfection. The more he healed, the more he smiled. It was like that first night we hung out at Denny’s where I was cracking up at all his little jokes or impersonations, sometimes tearing up.  
 
    Every day, I woke up and fell in love with him all over. It wasn’t that I fell more in love, I experienced the entire emotional rollercoaster day after day, each evening ending with us cuddled together where I gazed at him in amazement, awestruck that I not only loved that man, but I had never been happier.  
 
    The music blasting, the stage vibrating beneath my feet from the instruments, I stared at his profile while he belted out one of our oldies with Regina. My heart swelling, I shook my head in disbelief. How did this happen? How was this my life? It still didn’t make sense to me, but I was beginning to learn not to question fate. I was exactly what he needed, and vice versa. Together, we made a pretty incredible couple.  
 
    Coming to the chorus about love and sexual tension, he cast an impish grin my way and winked. I smiled, my stance wide, the pic hitting the proper strings. Excitement quickened my pulse as he strolled toward me. His green eyes smoldering, he grabbed my chin and turned my neck, holding the mic with his other hand. Leaning in so I could feel his lips moving to the words, lust rushed through my system, spinning my head.  
 
    His tongue snaked out to flick at my teeth and I nearly messed up. His hand slid down, his fingers curling around my neck. My brows lifted, the smile faltering. My cock throbbing behind my guitar, my breaths were shallowing.  
 
    “Feel me in your soul, I’m under your skin. I’m going to make love to you from within.” 
 
    Tingling everywhere, I was lost in his trance, somehow managing to keep in tune. His grin mischief, he gradually walked behind me, meshing his chest with my back. Draping his arm over my shoulder, his hand traveled down my chest, under my shirt, his fingers splayed out. Against my ear, he sang, “I will consume you, forever mine, feel me inside, until the end of time.” 
 
    Stepping closer, he nuzzled my neck while Regina took over the lyrics, his teeth nipping the vein on the side. I shuddered and my eyes rolled, my hand falling away from the guitar as I sagged against his frame.  
 
    “Beau.” 
 
    “You’re so beautiful.” 
 
    Groaning, I craned my neck, seeking out his mouth, forgetting about the crowd ogling us. Reaching across my torso, the guitar now just dangling by its strap, I hooked the side of his head and stole a passionate kiss. His arms wrapped tightly around my waist, and he broke away to nuzzle the crook of my neck. The part of the lyrics coming back to him, he lifted the mic and softly sang, “You’re my addiction, my salvation, my dream come true. There will never be anyone for me but you.” 
 
    The spell fading, I grinned, returning to the guitar to finish the tune. As usual, the audience erupted in boisterous cheers, whistling, hooting, and hollering. And, as usual when we got carried away on stage, the second the song ended, Beau was snatching the guitar off and dragging me from the stage, through the bar, and out the front door.  
 
    As soon as the cooler air hit my sweaty face, he was spinning me around, slamming me to the wall, and crushing his lips to mine. Not even bothering to wait until we were in the car, he was grinding against me, filling my mouth with his frantic tongue.  
 
    At this point, everyone here knew we were together, so I didn’t bother to worry about people seeing us. I simply buried my fingers in his hair, tipped my head, and deepened the kiss.  
 
    Bit by bit, it tapered off and he broke away, though he didn’t move. Our noses side by side, our heavy pants on one another’s faces, his forehead was against mine, his fists tight around my belt loops. 
 
    “I want to be inside you.” 
 
    My stomach dropped with a wave of ice, my eyelids rounding. All the times we’d been together, I’d always been the one in control. It never even dawned on me he would want to switch the roles. How did I feel about that? It was one thing to penetrate a man, but to be penetrated? Was I okay with that? 
 
    His lashes lifted to reveal fire flickering in his darkened pools. “Cassius…” 
 
    A tremor rolled down my spine, my throat constricting. Licking my suddenly dry lips, I gave a faint nod. “Okay.” 
 
    His eyes rounded just a bit, his upper lip curling. His neck muscles twitched as if he’d kiss me again, but instead, emitted a low, almost menacing growl as he yanked me off the wall and tugged me across the parking lot. Abandoning the band and the rest of the gig, we got into the car and drove away, headed for the nearest hotel.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 36 
 
      
 
    Beau Matcher 
 
    Practically crashing through the room’s door, we were tearing at one another’s clothes in a fit of desperation. Barely ending the kiss from the moment we stepped off the elevator, I was breathless, frantic, feral. I grabbed the front of Cassius’s shirt and yanked, the few buttons flying off. 
 
    “Oh, fuck,” he rasped, grabbing the sides of my head to thrust his tongue over mine.  
 
    We stumbled as we kicked off our shoes and jeans, and then fell to the bed. Immediately, I broke away, dipped down, pushed his knees to his chest, and buried my face, my tongue swirling his ass. 
 
    “Oh, shit!” he shouted, pushing my head further into him. “Good boy, such a good boy. Unh! That feels so fucking good.” 
 
    Spitting on his skin, my middle finger wiggled inside as I took one of his balls into my mouth. 
 
    “Fuck, yes, don’t stop.” 
 
    Pumping aggressively, I forced a second, getting a little discouraged at the tightness. We didn’t have any lube, was I going to be able to make this work with just saliva? Flashbacks from mine and Grant’s first time flickered and I grimaced. That had been humiliating. First, he had tried on me, then I had tried on him. After several minutes of failed attempts, we’d just jacked one another off to get the satisfaction we’d needed. 
 
    That would not suffice tonight. I was about to explode, needing to be inside this man like I needed blood in my veins. One way or another, I had to make this work.  
 
    I spit on him again, sat up, and spit into my palm, smearing it over my cock. Gazing down, I smiled at the hint of fear lighting up his light brown irises.  
 
    “Beau? Is this…Going to hurt?” 
 
    For a moment, I was frozen as my sight raked over his features. Lying on the bed, naked, his hair splayed around, both his arms were lifted above his head. My pulse quickened, amazed at how much I truly loved him.  
 
    “You are so fucking beautiful.” 
 
    His fear waved a bit, a faint smile tugging one corner of his mouth. 
 
    “If at any time you want to stop, say so, okay? I’m going to do my best to make this as pleasurable as possible for you.” 
 
    His legs spread, his ankles hooking behind my knees. Holding his stare, I added more spit, lined up, and pressed forward. As expected, his muscles protested, and my cock began to bend. At the last second, it shot upward over his pelvis, and he hissed.  
 
    “I’m sorry, did that hurt?” 
 
    His stare glossed, he rose to his elbow, gripped my nape, and kissed me. Letting me go, he helped me aim a second time, holding his balls to make the skin taut.  
 
    To my surprise, my tip forced its way inside. Cassius choked on a yelp and fell to the mattress. Eyes bulging, he was hyperventilating, his complexion blanched.  
 
    “You okay?” I muttered, fisting the blanket at his waist, using all my strength to not just ram it in.  
 
    Shaking, he nodded stiffly. “So far…it doesn’t hurt.” 
 
    My brows lifted with dread. “It will, sir. It’s going to hurt the first time, there’s no way of getting around that.” 
 
    His eyelids narrowing, his palm caressed down my torso. “Then hurry up and get it over with so I can enjoy this.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Do it!” 
 
    Gulping, I held his waist, scooted a bit closer, took a breath, and shoved deep. His spine arched off the mattress, all the veins in his neck sticking out. His face maroon, his teeth were gleaming, an animalistic howl rumbling his chest. His nails clawed down my forearms to grip my wrists, his thighs quivering at my sides. 
 
    My jaw fell, ecstasy rippling through my system. “Oh, fuck, sir. Oh, my god, it feels so good.” 
 
    Beads of sweat dotting his forehead, he was writhing, his cock softening. “Oh, fuck, Beau. Goddammit, take it out.” 
 
    “I can’t do that, Cass.” 
 
    “Please, it fucking hurts.” 
 
    Adamantly shaking my head, I covered his mouth, bowed my chin to avoid his stare, and pounded away. He continued to howl, kicking and flailing about, but I was incapable of stopping. My brain refused to acknowledge the pain I was inflicting or the damage for ignoring his please. All I knew was his muscles were clutching my dick tighter than anything else, and I was seconds from having one of the biggest orgasms of my life.  
 
    His fists banging on my biceps and shoulders, he was squirming, his feet kicking about. His cries muffled under my hand, I pushed into his lower abdomen with my other. My strength and weight pinning him down, he was at my mercy as I continued to thrust harder, faster. 
 
    “Yeah,” I breathed, every nerve prickling. “Unh, I’m going to fill you up, Master.” 
 
    His muscles tightened and jerked, and my stomach flipped over. My eyes rolling, my balls were twisting, as was my gut. “I’m cumming. Oh, my fucking god, I’m cumming.” 
 
    Out of nowhere, the pressure burst, and my hips were colliding against his violently. Throwing my head back, my eyelids clenched, and I screamed at the top of my lungs, the release overwhelming and uncomfortable. Grunting, snarling, I made several deep, sharp, rough thrusts…and then I was empty.  
 
    My hand moved away from his mouth to fall to the mattress over his shoulder. Both of us panting, the room was suddenly eerily quiet. Ashamed of what I just did, I grimaced, leaning my weight to that arm to dig my thumb and fingers into my eyes. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Cassius. Oh, my god, I can’t believe I just did that to you. Please, please forgive me, sir. I’m so fucking sorry,” I whimpered, finally daring to make eye contact. 
 
    He was barely breathing, his skin gray. The whites showing around his irises, his mouth was wide open, his lips swollen from my pushing them against his teeth. Not moving, he wasn’t even blinking.  
 
    Terror sliced through my core, and I bolted upright. “Cass? What…” 
 
    Looking down, my stomach bottomed out, my heart lurching to my throat. Cum was smeared all over his abdomen.  
 
    Gulping breaths, my sight returned to his, every hair standing on end. “You…came?” 
 
    He merely blinked, not saying a word.  
 
    A sly smile curled my lips as I pulled out. Not taking my focus from his, I bent over and lapped up every delicious drop. Groaning, I kissed my way to his ear. “Fuck, that tastes good. My Master finally fed me, and it was delicious.” 
 
    He shuddered and moaned, his lashes fluttering. My own cum dribbling out his ass, I used it as lube and eased back inside with a hard, deep thrust that knocked his teeth together and rocked the mattress. 
 
    “So that’s what it takes to make you cum, huh? Having that tight little pussy rammed with my hard dick broke through all those years. You think you can cum for me again, sir?” 
 
    Moaning, he grabbed the sides of my head, yanked me for a zealous kiss, and began bucking wildly beneath me. Shifting his weight to roll me to my back, he straddled my waist and bounced desperately, the springs squeaking loudly with his movements.  
 
    “Fuck that pussy again, baby boy,” he panted against my face, his pupils so large, they almost washed out his irises. “Oh, my fucking god, do it again. I need that again. Unh, fuck me, Beau!” he blasted, smacking his ass against my thighs. 
 
    Reeling, I was seconds from exploding again, his dominance and aggression yanking my dick to the breaking point. “Sir, I’m…Ahg!” 
 
    Gritting my teeth, my head pushed into the mattress, my heels digging to lift my ass with a sideways thrust that had me spilling inside him a second time.  
 
    Spent, I sagged into the sheets, gasping. Gazing up at him sorrowfully, I whined, “I’m so sorry, Cass,” as my dick softened and slid out, drained for the evening.  
 
    He sighed, his chin bowing. Exasperated, he laid on my chest, linking his arms behind my neck. “It’s okay, baby boy.” 
 
    Anxiety rising, I petted up and down his sides, my insides jittery. “Give me some time, let me rest, and I’ll try again. I’m so sorry—” 
 
    “Hey, hey.” He sat up with a small grin, his knuckles petting my cheek. “It’s okay, really. You’ve given me what no one else ever has, me included. It was ah-mazing,” he whispered with a roll of his eyes. “I will remember it forever. And look at it this way. At least now we know I’m capable of orgasming. It’ll happen again one day, so don’t worry yourself over it.” 
 
    My hooked finger caressed up and down his throat, my heartbeat quickening. “You are so amazing. So beautiful.” 
 
    His nose wrinkled and he dropped a tiny peck to my nose. “I love my baby boy. You’re the amazing one.” 
 
    Settling back on top of me, we petted and caressed and kissed until he drifted to sleep. For a couple more hours, I laid there, holding him, staring at the ceiling while replaying everything I did. Somehow, I had to figure out what, exactly, I did to make him break. Cassius’s cum was the most delicious thing I’d ever tasted, and I had to have more. No way I could go the rest of my life never sampling that treat again. I had to find out how to make that a regular occurrence. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 37 
 
      
 
    Cassius Straith 
 
    Slouching low, an arm on the table, the other was draped over the back of the chair. Fidgeting with the cardboard coaster that had Suzie Q’s logo, my mind was nowhere near my present company and conversation. I was back in that hotel room last weekend. Beau overpowering me, pinning me down, and ruthlessly fucking my brains out.  
 
    At first, the orgasm had been so painful, I had fought him as hard as I could, screaming at the top of my lungs. It had literally felt like my organs burst, and scalding hot razors were shooting out my dick. Since I’d never had an orgasm before, I hadn’t even realized what happened until it was over, he looked down, and saw my cum. Until he mentioned it, I had been in a mild state of shock, thinking something was severely wrong and I needed to go to the emergency room.  
 
    When he bent over and licked up every drop, every nerve in my body had vibrated, my endorphins skyrocketing. For several moments, I was tingling everywhere, floating high in the ethers, never wanting to come down.  
 
    Thinking my issues were finally over, I had been frantic, desperate to experience it again. Unfortunately, no matter what we did, it hadn’t happened again since. Sex quickly became a challenge for me once more, and every time, it was less about bonding with my baby boy, and more about, Will it happen again? Can we do that again?  
 
    A few nights ago, I had gotten into that old frame of mind, become frustrated, and started taking it out on Beau when I had intended to make love to him. Getting too carried away, neither of us had been able to climax, and it made for a very awkward, tense night. It was then I decided to let it go, chopping it up to a one time, freak occurrence that would never happen again.  
 
    I smiled, recalling waking up in the early hours this morning to Beau’s cock in my ass. Pulled from slumber by a deep thrust stuffing my insides was incredible. Hearing him profess his undying love while scattering kisses all over my face had been euphoric. No, I didn’t need the orgasms. It would be nice, but as long as I had that man’s heart, I had everything I needed. Intimacy was fantastic, even without the release. Experiencing his orgasms were good enough. 
 
    “What in the hell is that smile about?” 
 
    Blinking rapidly to shed the memory, a long breath filled my lungs, puffing out my chest. Closing my eyelids and shifting my sight, I lifted them to gaze at Regina. “Hm?” 
 
    The guys chuckled, Charlie saying, “Goddamn, where the hell were you just then?” 
 
    “Do we want to know?” Billy asked. 
 
    Biting my bottom lip, I actually blushed, lowering my gaze while tucking my hair behind my ear. “Probably not.” 
 
    “Where is sexy little Romeo?” 
 
    My smile fading, I looked at her through my lashes before focusing on the coaster. Dread knotting my stomach, I grumbled, “He’s with his dad.” 
 
    “Ew.” 
 
    “Yup,” I sighed, flicking the flimsy cardboard to the center of the table. “Every Saturday night, they will hit the gym together. It’s manly bonding,” I mocked in a deep voice, my fingers hooking. 
 
    “Since when?” 
 
    “Since tonight, apparently.” 
 
    Billy sat up and took a quick sip of his beer. “Does macho dad know his precious little boy likes to get his ass ate by his brother?” 
 
    The trio burst out laughing while I gawked, my stomach bottoming out. “Step…brother,” I argued before snickering, as well.  
 
    One brow lifting, a shoulder rolling. “Just saying. Robert Matcher is in for a rude awakening when he learns the truth about you and Beau.” 
 
    My teeth gritting, I sulked, turning my attention toward the entrance of the bar.  
 
    “When y’all breaking the news?” Charlie asked. 
 
    “Yeah, seems like the whole town knows now but him. Even your mom knows.” 
 
    Again, my focus shifted to Regina. Anxiety riddling my bones, I folded my arms over my chest, bowing my chin. We were running out of time. More and more people were learning the truth, it was only a matter of time before gossip reached Robert’s ears. It was already going to be dramatic enough, having him find out from a third party would only make things worse.  
 
    “What does his therapist say about this?” 
 
    My heart skipped, my sight darting to Billy. It more than made me proud at how accepting my friends were of Beau, how much they embraced him and made him one of us. When he came home from the hospital, they already knew what happened, for I had to explain his sudden absence and my depression. Instead of making this weird, as soon as he walked into Suzie Q’s, the trio had embraced him with words of encouragement and support. Even Charlie had hugged him with a hearty pat to the back, offering his friendship no matter the time or place, if he needed an ear.  
 
    Beau was part of the group, part of our family. There had been all of ten minutes of tension when they first learned of our relationship, but that was more because of our past and the fact we were stepbrothers, not because we were both men.  
 
    Coughing, I sat up to lean my arms on the table, my fingers twined, my thumbs tapping. “I honestly don’t know. I don’t even know if he speaks to him about us.” 
 
    “What, you’ve never been in on a session?” 
 
    I shook my head, picking at a hangnail.  
 
    “So, how are you sure he’s really going, then?” Regina asked cautiously. 
 
    My head tipped, my attention snapping to hers as my stomach sank.  
 
    She shrugged her arms, clucking her teeth. “I’m not saying he’s not, Cass, I’m just saying—” 
 
    “What are you saying?” I barked, sitting up straight. 
 
    Groaning and rolling her eyes, she deflated. “Look, I told you about my neighbor. Well, he used to tell his wife he was going to therapy every Wednesday, but he was really going to his mistress’s to get high and laid.” 
 
    Horror washed through my system, flushing my veins. 
 
    Billy interjected, pumping his palms in the air. “Whoa, whoa, whoa. Now, she’s not insinuating Beau’s cheating on you.” 
 
    “Hell no,” Charlie chimed in, shaking his head adamantly. “Everyone knows how crazy he is about you.” 
 
    “No, no, no. That’s not what I meant. There’s no way Beau would ever cheat on you.” 
 
    But…was he drinking heavy again? I found it odd how I thought infidelity was a better secret than alcohol.  
 
    Bounding from my chair, I stormed through the crowd, ignoring their shouts. 
 
    “We still have an hour left, Cass!” 
 
    Slamming open the door, I stomped across the parking lot, huffing and puffing, sweat coating my skin. I hopped behind the wheel, started the car, and zipped out the park, headed for the exit. I had to know, I had to see for myself. Beau better be at the gym with his father.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 38 
 
      
 
    Beau Matcher 
 
    “So, how’s it going with the crazy head shrink?” 
 
    My movements halted with a jolt to my system, staring at my reflection in the mirror. The weights hovering mid-chest, I blinked rapidly. Clearing my throat, I lowered them and my sight. Why’d he have to word it so crassly? Every day that went by, my eyes were opened more to just how crude my father was. 
 
    How was I ever like him? How could I have ever shared his viewpoints? Treated people like he did?  
 
    Treated Cassius like he did.  
 
    One thing therapy was teaching was Grant’s role in my life. My therapist, being a bit of a spiritualist, pointed out that, despite my love for him, perhaps he was always meant to be a temporary spot in my life. He swept in out of nowhere, broke down all my walls, and helped me rebuild someone I could be proud of. He made me a better person, introduced me to a different spectrum, and, when his job was done, so was his time in my existence.  
 
    Grant was preparing me for my true love. He created a person who would be good for Cassius Straith. Had it not been for my first love, I would have come home the same brute, insensitive, asshole who bullied his younger stepbrother and tormented him daily.  
 
    And I never would have known what it was like to experience this level of affection. I wouldn’t have been gifted with the devotion of someone so amazing. I wouldn’t be so goddamn happy.  
 
    I was grateful I had listened to Cassius instead of my dad when choosing a counselor. He wanted me to go to the VA because that’s what military men did, they stuck to their own and manned up. Cassius, however, had urged me to find a private practice, pointing out all the horror stories others had to say about VA care.  
 
    My spiritualist therapist sure as hell wouldn’t be able to get away with half the things he said to me, had he been with the VA. No programming, no propaganda, no trying to sweep issues under the rug because it made the military look bad. This man was invested in digging into my deepest, most forgotten recesses, drawing out all my buried wounds, and healing me one piece at a time.  
 
    “Things are good,” I stated simply, curving the weights toward my chest.  
 
    He grunted, watching his bicep curl with the hand weight. “Eh, I still think you made a mistake by listening to the pansy. That shrink don’t know shit. You need a military doctor to handle military issues.” 
 
    But, sadly, what I was learning, not all my problems were military themed. I had just as many issues that had nothing to do with my time as a Marine.  
 
    My father one of the biggest ones.  
 
    “So, I ran into Darla.” 
 
    A second time, I froze, my stomach sinking. My sight jerking to his reflection, my pulse quickened. “D-Dar…la?” 
 
    “Uh huh.” He puffed, tossing the weights back on the rack. Snatching his towel from the hook on the side, he wiped the sweat off his face. “Saw her at the store the other day. She ain’t married, you know,” he said with a mischief smirk, his sight meeting mine in the mirror. 
 
    Blinking quickly, I pulled a sharp inhale through my nose and looked away. Carefully bending over to set the weights on the ground, I retrieved my own towel to dab at my face.  
 
    “I thought for sure she would be by now. After all, that’s the reason we broke up, because I wasn’t ready, and she was.” 
 
    He tugged the thighs of his shorts and groaned as he sat on the bench behind him. His elbows on his knees, his smile broadened. “Yeah, well, it never happened. She asked about you.” 
 
    My heart lurched, my muscles tensing. “Oh, yeah? What about?” 
 
    “Wanted to know if you was seeing anyone. I told her no, and suggested she give you a call.” 
 
    Dread shrunk my insides. Trying to act aloof, I went to my gym bag to grab my bottle of water. Flipping off the cap, I squirted some in my mouth, racking my brain to find a response.  
 
    “I think it’s time you started dating again.” He stood, gathering his things. “I think some good pussy is just what you need. It ain’t normal for a man to go this long without it. That might clear up a lot of your problems, son. Just get laid, drop a load or two, and see how much better you feel. It’ll make a world of difference, watch.” 
 
    Cringing at the very notion, I pushed the cap back in place and tucked the bottle in the pocket on the side. Hastily shoving my towel inside, I yanked the zipper and tossed the strap over my shoulder.  
 
    “No, thanks. Not interested.” 
 
    Confused, he stood upright, his eyelids narrowing. “Why not? Darla is a hot piece of ass—” 
 
    “Dad!” I shouted, drawing attention our way. Flinching, I lowered my voice and glared. “First of all, she used to be my girlfriend, so don’t talk about her like that. It’s creepy as fuck.” 
 
    He snickered, a glint in his eyes. “I’m old, but ain’t dead. I got eyes.” 
 
    My skin crawling, my features scrunched with an elongated exhale. “Look, I’m not interested.” 
 
    “How are you not interested? What? Did that explosion break your dick? Is that what’s the problem? Can’t get it up no more?” 
 
    Disgust churning my gut, I cradled my forehead, astounded at his lack of empathy. “That’s not it—” 
 
    “Then what’s the problem?” he argued, shrugging his arms out. “Get laid, eat pussy, nut, and go. It’s what—” 
 
    “Men do,” I finished with a snarl.  
 
    He smacked the side of my bicep with a curt bob of his head. “You’re damn right.” 
 
    Shifting my weight to one leg, the other jutted out, a hand on my side. Readjusting the strap on my shoulder, I tilted my head to blink at the ceiling. “Look, I’m just not interested.” 
 
    His expression hardening, his lips grew taut. “Ridiculous. That is very eager, hot, free pussy, son. Take it.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because—” 
 
    He fisted the front of my tank and tugged, seething, the vein in his forehead throbbing. “Because why?” 
 
    “Because I’m in love with someone.” 
 
    My heart plummeted at the admission, my breath caught in the back of my throat. His brows lifting, he let me go and smiled.  
 
    “No shit?” 
 
    Pulling my nape, I hunched forward, cursing under my breath. Whereas I wasn’t ashamed of Cassius, I knew the reveal of our relationship would be downright ugly and possibly violent when my father found out, and I wasn’t ready to deal with that blowout.  
 
    “Mm hm.” 
 
    He patted and squeezed my shoulder, chuckling boisterously. “Well, I’ll be damned. I bet she is one fine piece of ass.” 
 
    Love swelling my chest, I couldn’t stop the silly grin, my mind drawing up the image of him waking against my deep thrusts this morning.  
 
    Mm, goddamn, baby boy, yes, he had practically purred, a grin spreading across his lips. His legs wrapping around my waist, he’d stretched his arms, curving his spine toward me. Mm, good morning, doll. Such a good, fucking morning.  
 
    A shiver ran down my spine, adrenaline thickening my blood. Before I could stop myself, the words spilled forth. “So goddamn beautiful.” 
 
    He snorted with another playful smack to my shoulder. “That’s my boy. When do I get to meet her?” 
 
    Shedding the haze, I cleared my throat and stiffened, thumbing my nose. “Uh, I dunno. Soon.” 
 
    He zipped his bag and grunted while hoisting it from the floor. “So, things serious with her? You gonna marry this one?” 
 
    Bristling, my stomach turned over, my lungs collapsing. An explosion went off inside, vibrating my skin to push goosebumps to the surface. Again, speaking without thinking, I muttered, “Fuck, yes.” 
 
    His face lit up, the smile broadening. “Yeah? Well, I’ll be damned, son. That’s good to hear.” Motioning, he added, “Let’s get home. A nice cold brewskie is calling my name.” 
 
    Stunned, I followed him through the gym, repeating the words in my brain nonstop. Was gay marriage legal in Alabama? It didn’t matter, I would fly to whatever state necessary to give Cassius my last name.  
 
    Staring at the back of my father’s head, the hollowness weighted my soul once more. On the other hand, Beau Straith had a pretty nice ring to it, as well. Maybe it was time for the Matcher family line to end. The world sure as hell didn’t need any more Roberts poisoning society.  
 
    The cool air hit my sweaty skin as we stepped outside. Not hearing anything my father said as we strode for his car, I was spinning with too many thoughts. Would Cassius accept if I proposed? He was only twenty years old, what if he wasn’t ready to settle down in that kind of relationship? 
 
    I tossed my bag to the trunk with his, slammed it, and dropped to the passenger seat. My elbow on the window, my index rubbed back and forth over my chin.  
 
    Didn’t matter, I was taking the chance. Ever since the explosion and Grant’s death, my depression and drinking had destroyed my confidence. Voices in my head, singing negativity all the time, taunting with ideas of how worthless and unwanted I was with everyone, it was time to shut that shit down. I was going to propose to my Master and, if necessary, beg him to be my husband.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 39 
 
      
 
    Beau Matcher 
 
    The fur rug was spread on the floor of the studio, the radio playing soft music, the fan blowing full blast to cool off the heat with the door closed. Cassius was on his back, his arms folded over his head, his hair covering his collars. Gazing up at me with wonder as I buried myself deep inside his ass, I smiled wickedly while easing the sounding rod into his cock. Obsessed with it, over the weeks, we had quickly moved up in size, and now he easily took an eight millimeter that curved at the end and had several balls along its length.  
 
    Of course, his favorite was the urethra vibrator, the rubber tube that was fifteen inches long and reached all the way to his bladder. Something even I never knew I was into was water sports. Every time I used that, Cassius lost his mind and pissed. I guess, in a way, it was equivalent to cumming where he was concerned. The first time, he’d been mortified, but it had driven me over the edge, making me fuck him harder.  
 
    There was absolutely no shame between us, which I loved. No matter what the topic or issue was, anywhere else, we’d be beyond humiliated. With one another, they were graciously accepted and even embraced.  
 
    Gently stroking his cock, I reveled at the lumps from the rod inside. His spine arched, his jaw falling wide. Curling his fingers into fists around the fur above his head, his feet planted on either side of my calves so he could lift his hips, swaying with my motions. 
 
    “You like this? Am I bringing Master pleasure?” 
 
    “Yes,” he croaked, his eyelids hooded with lust. “Don’t stop, doll.” 
 
    Smirking, I twisted at his head and added pressure, pulling the slit open a little more. He grunted and bucked, biting his bottom lip. 
 
    “I’m not stopping until Master cums for me.” 
 
    His eyelids rounded and then thinned, a wicked smile spreading his mouth. By now, when we referred to him “cumming,” we meant him pissing. It was probably the closest we’d ever get to him experiencing a real release.  
 
    “My baby boy want my cum?” 
 
    Dizzy, I sped up, my stomach knotting. My voice husky, I begged, “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Scrambling to his feet, he fisted my hair and pushed my head back. His chin on his chest, he was heaving, fire flickering in his light brown irises. Nostrils flaring, he began jacking off, the skin pulling over the edge of the rod with each stroke.  
 
    Scooting closer, my hands on his hips, our stares locked, I carefully took him into my mouth. 
 
    Cassius choked on a breath and froze, his hands splaying at his sides. “Oh, shit. Oh, my fucking god, don’t stop.” 
 
    It was difficult with the rod, but I bobbed up and down, gagging every time the tip hit the back of my throat. Cupping his balls, I moaned, relaxed my muscles, and sank down to the base. 
 
    He jolted, his stomach caving. “Oh…shit!” he hissed, his nails digging into my shoulders. “What the fuck, Beau, that feels so goddamn good.” 
 
    Bit by bit, I added pressure, speeding up the more I adjusted and got used to the sensation. Every time I pulled away, the suction of my lips pulled the rod out; when I bobbed down, the back of my throat pushed it back in. My mouth curling over my teeth to cushion them, I bit down, growing more assertive. 
 
    His thighs shook, both his hands in my hair. Throwing his head back, he was making all kinds of sexy sounds that encouraged me to push the edges of the boundaries. My finger sliding into his ass, curving for his prostate, my head was bobbing and twisting enthusiastically while I fondled his balls.  
 
    “Oh, shit, shit, shit!” 
 
    Full on fucking my face at this point, Cassius was losing control. Suddenly, he thrust deep, still, and howled at the top of his lungs, his nails scratching my scalp. 
 
    Warm, bitter liquid poured onto my tongue, so I flexed my throat to swallow. Tasting something a little tangy, as well, my eyelids snapped open, my head tipping to gaze up his torso. Shrugging him away, I released his cock, still stroking my fist.  
 
    Cum was spurting out with the piss, coating my hand.  
 
    “Oh, shit, Cass. You’re cumming.” 
 
    “Unh, unh. Fuck, Beau. Oh, shit.” 
 
    Overwhelmed with lust, I moaned and took him back into my mouth, sucking until he was empty. By now, the taste of his piss was no longer off-putting, so it was no big deal. Add the flavor of his semen, and I was reeling with pleasure.  
 
    He made an awkward sound and collapsed against me, his stomach on my shoulder, his arms circling around my back, his face on a shoulder blade. Trembling violently, he was whimpering as the rod fell out onto the rug.  
 
    “Shh, I got you, baby,” I whispered as I embraced him.  
 
    Carefully lowering him, I laid him on the fur, gathering him against my chest while he worked through the sensations. His teeth rattling, he was clutching the side of my neck, his eyes glossed and vacant.  
 
    I scattered kisses all over his face, excitement pumping my blood. That was twice now! He was capable of real orgasms, it wasn’t a fluke a couple months ago.  
 
    Petting his damp hair off his sweaty face, I smiled, our foreheads pressed together. “You tasted so good, Sir.” 
 
    Still a little dazed, he was panting, searching my eyes.  
 
    “See? I knew I could make you cum. It was just a matter of time.” 
 
    His complexion turning red, his features scrunched, and he turned his face into the rug, hiding with embarrassment. “Yeah, if I piss on you.” 
 
    I gently fisted his hair and jerked to force eye contact. “Hey, have you heard me complain even once since that happened? In fact, the first time it did, did I or did I not instantly have an orgasm?” 
 
    His brows arched, sadness shimmered in his gaze. “What’s wrong with me, Beau?” 
 
    My heart twisted, the enthusiasm vanishing. “If you ask me, there’s not a goddamn thing wrong with you. You are perfection. I love you so much.” 
 
    “But, why am I like this? Why can’t I be normal?” 
 
    Grinning smugly, I tucked his hair behind his ear and scooted closer, rocking my hips so my cock rubbed up and down his. He groaned, slowly getting hard again.  
 
    “I like you this way, Cassius. It turns me on so much. I love that our sex life is unconventional. It makes me feel closer to you. Our dirty little secrets that others would frown upon, yet when we’re going at it, you’re so fucking beautiful, and I cum so goddamn hard every single time.” 
 
    The unease faded, a tiny grin curling his mouth. Slinking his arm beneath mine, his hand cupped my ass cheek and pulled me closer. “I do enjoy hearing you scream my name, doll.” 
 
    Stretching my neck, my mouth pressed to his without kissing. “You make me so hard, Cassius. Everything about you gets me hot. I love your body,” I said, caressing my palms along his slender frame. “I love your beautiful face. I love the way you fuck me so deviant, so raunchy, so dirty.” 
 
    His pupils enlarged, his pants shallowing. “I love you, Beau.” 
 
    My heart turned over with gladness, endorphins swirling my brain. Rolling him to his back, I eased into his ass and began a slow, tender rhythm. My arms beneath his shoulders, my hands tangled with his thick, silky locks. His legs wrapped around my waist, his ankles hooking.  
 
    “You and me were meant to be together, Cass. I believe that in the pit of my soul.” 
 
    He smiled, his fingertips raking up and down the dip of my spine. “Yeah, I think so, too.” 
 
    My chin bowed to kiss him, but neither of us closed our eyes while we made love for another half hour. When I finally toppled over the edge, growling into his mouth, spilling everything I had, I collapsed on top of him and continued kissing. Eventually, we both drifted to sleep, my cock still inside, our lips still touching, my arms wrapped tightly around my lifeline.  
 
    Tomorrow, I would propose. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 40 
 
      
 
    Beau Matcher 
 
    My nerves were shot all night. I had no idea how Cassius would react, but I had to take a chance. I had to have faith in what we had. There was something special between us, something unbreakable. In my soul, I knew there was no one else for me, I had to believe it was the same for him.  
 
    Belting out the lyrics with Regina, I gravitated to him like I always did. When he and the others joined for the chorus, I shared his microphone, our lips practically touching. Per the norm, I got lost as my blood quickened and my pulse raced. Dropping my mic to the floor, I held the opposite cheek, my teeth against his flesh.  
 
    He moaned, his eyes rolling, but never missed a beat with singing or playing the guitar.  
 
    My tongue flicked out to taste his sweat, and I nibbled my way to his ear. Pulling his lobe between my teeth, my palm tucked into his opened shirt to spread across his chest, my thumb stroking his nipple. 
 
    Finally, he fumbled the words, sagging against me. Smiling with satisfaction, I resumed singing, bending over to swipe the microphone from the floor. Strutting back over to Regina, my arm draped across her shoulders, hers across my back. Coming to the crescendo, I tapered off so her soulful voice could carry the last note, filling the air to the rafters.  
 
    The music ended and everyone erupted in applause with hoots and whistles.  
 
    My stomach sank and turned over, my breathing shallowing. This was what I’d been planning all night, this moment. My entire future dangling in limbo, the next few moments would indicate if I was having all my dreams come true or spiraling back into the darkest of hells.  
 
    Hastily shoving the mic into Regina’s hands, I dug in my pocket for the box. Turning to face Cassius, he was shrugging the strap of his guitar off, setting it in the stand so we could go on break. Combing his fingers through his hair, it parted at the natural cowlick, flipping over the side of his face. The bar’s heater on full blast, it was extra hot tonight, causing his eyeliner to smear and make his irises pop out more than usual.  
 
    Here I was, a grown ass man, but I was trembling uncontrollably as I dropped to a knee in front of nearly two hundred people.  
 
    “Oh, shit,” Regina squeaked, slapping her palms over her mouth.  
 
    “Dude, you okay?” Charlie asked, genuinely concerned. “What happened? Are you hurt?” 
 
    “Shut up,” she hissed, swatting at him.  
 
    Cassius turned around to face me with a smile but froze. His expression dropping, his hand in his hair again, his jaw fell, his eyes bulging.  
 
    Gazing up at him with a desperate, silent plea, I lifted the lid of the box and showed a thin, black band with a single, tiny, inlaid diamond.  
 
    “Cassius.” 
 
    He did a doubletake, his jaw falling further, his shoulders curled to his ears. Practically hyperventilating, I couldn’t tell if this was a good reaction or bad. 
 
    The bar went eerily quiet, all eyes on us.  
 
    “I…I love you, Cass. I…don’t want to live my life without you. You’re the one for me, I know it, I know it in my heart and my soul. There’s no one else for me but you. Will you…” I licked my dry lips and gulped, my heart about to explode with panic. “Marry me?” 
 
    Regina squeaked, clutching the sleeve of Charlie’s shirt.  
 
    Seconds ticked by where no one made a goddamn sound. No shuffling of feet, no coughing, nothing. Cassius stood there, gawking at the ring, his complexion ghostly white. 
 
    “Cass,” I croaked, all my hopes and dreams crumbling.  
 
    He jolted and shook his head, clenching his lids. The hand in his hair moved, the locks still tangled in his fingers, to press the heel against his forehead. Hissing through gritted teeth, it dropped to his side, his gaze landing on mine. His brows arched high, he slowly crept forward. 
 
    This was taking too long, why wouldn’t he answer? All these people who had watched us fall in love over the last five months were now watching me get completely annihilated and rejected. What the hell was I thinking? This was so stupid.  
 
    “My sweet, baby boy.” His knuckles brushing my cheek, a smile broke across his mouth, tears brimming. “I abso- fucking- lutely will marry you.” 
 
    The crowd broke out in hysterics, people cheering boisterously. Relief hit my soul so hard, I exhaled a long sigh and fell forward, my palm clapping to the stage.  
 
    “Jesus Christ, you scared me.” 
 
    Sitting up, I plucked the ring from the box and slid it over his finger. As I was standing to kiss him, rapid movement from the crowd caught my attention. Looking out, a steel fist slammed into my gut, horrified to see my father barreling forth like a rabid animal. Bloodshot eyes, veins pulsating, skin maroon, and foam spitting from his mouth, I had never seen him so incensed.  
 
    “You motherfucking faggot!” he bellowed at the top of his lungs. 
 
    Like a needle scraping a record, there was an instant quietness, the attention now directed at my father charging the stage with a death glare on Cassius. His arm rearing back, I shouted, “No!” and shoved him aside. 
 
    He cried out, falling into the drums, knocking them over.  
 
    Out of instinct, I swung, my knuckles colliding with my father’s jaw. His head shot back, spit and blood spewing across his chin. Stumbling, he hit the stage, covering the area, snarling ferociously. 
 
    Charlie and Regina ran over to help Cassius to his feet, pulling him to the rear to shield him. Panting, my insides frozen, I stared down at my father, dismayed I just punched him.  
 
    “Dad, I…I’m sorr—” 
 
    He staggered to his feet, choking on shallow breaths, searching all of us on the stage. “What the fuck is going on here?” 
 
    “Why are you here?” 
 
    “It’s Saturday, we’re supposed to be at the gym—” 
 
    “I told you I couldn’t tonight.” 
 
    “And I wanted to know why.” Pointing, he seethed, “This is who you were telling me about? This is the one you’re in love with?” 
 
    Dread oozing through my system, I shrugged my arms out, my palms slapping to my sides. “Yes, Dad. I love Cassius.” 
 
    “No!” he roared, slicing his hand through the air. “It’s not okay, Beau. You are not a faggot.” 
 
    A murmur rolled through the crowd, everyone leering at him with disapproval. 
 
    Clucking my teeth, I shrugged again. “Yeah, yeah, I am, Dad.” 
 
    “No, no! He did this. You did this to my boy, you worthless twink.” 
 
    Cassius frowned, cowering behind Regina, Charlie, and now Billy.  
 
    “Hey!” I barked, taking a step forward. “You leave him alone.” 
 
    “He ruined you. You were a good boy. You fought for this country, you’re a goddamn man.” 
 
    “I’m still a goddamn man!” I argued, my voice bouncing off the ceiling. Slamming my palms to my chest, I went on. “I still fought for this country. I did it while being in a committed relationship with my roommate.” 
 
    He blanched, his eyes wide with disbelief. “What? No, no, this isn’t possible.” 
 
    Panting, all the suppressed emotions were rising to the surface. The band aid ripped off, it was all coming out. “I met him in boot camp, we fell in love, and spent several years together. Side by side, on the battlefield and off, we were together. I loved him.” 
 
    His complexion graying, he shook his head, beads of sweat dripping from his temples. “No, this…He did this!” he shouted, motioning at Cassius. 
 
    “I came on to him!” I cried, taking one more step closer. “Cassius was not gay, Dad. He never was.” I snorted, fanning my hands out. “You had it all wrong this whole time. He wasn’t gay.” Again smacking my chest, I snorted, “I was. He was straight, but I changed that. He didn’t want anything to do with me, but I wouldn’t leave him alone. If anyone is at fault, it’s me. I started this.” 
 
    “No,” he wheezed with a little more defeat, his Adam’s apple lurching.  
 
    “Afraid so, Dad. Your son left here to sign up for the Marines and never came home. I,” I stressed, jabbing my chest. “Almost didn’t come back because I didn’t want to be around you.” 
 
    He bristled, horrified. “Son.” 
 
    “You raised me to be an egotistical, bigot who tormented Cassius because he was weak.” 
 
    He cursed under his breath and slunk further behind the band, covering his face.  
 
    Tapping on fingers to indicate points, I said, “Beat up the weak, look down on anyone not white, run out all the queers, tag every pussy possible to grow my tally sheet. All these things would make me a man.” 
 
    My lips pursed, I shook my head, spreading my hands out. “All it made me was a bastard full of hate, lies, and blindness. Grant—” 
 
    He choked on a breath, taken aback. “Grant?” 
 
    “Yes, Dad, Grant. He opened my eyes, he showed me how shallow I was wading in those viewpoints. He introduced me to art, compassion, beauty, diversity, and tolerance.” My hands on my sides, a leg jutted out. “And he changed me to be a better man.” 
 
    “But…but I’ve seen pictures and videos of Grant. He’s a man’s man, he ain’t a fag.” 
 
    Enraged, my fists shook at my sides. “Do I look like a fag? That right there, that right fucking there, is your problem. That is such bullshit, Dad. It doesn’t matter what people look like. It doesn’t matter what religion they worship or…”  
 
    I paused to look at Cassius, my heart pattering against my ribs. My voice gravelly, I said, “What body they worship.” 
 
    He blushed with a slow, sly smile.  
 
    “He is so beautiful.” 
 
    “He’s a pansy!” 
 
    My attention snapped back around, my teeth grinding. “He’s beautiful. I absolutely love the way his body looks.” 
 
    “No! Goddammit, he’s a queer—” 
 
    “He’s going to be my husband.” 
 
    “You cannot be serious. This is disgusting. You’re a fucking man, Beau!” 
 
    “I’m a fucking man who is fucking a man. And you know what else? That so called twink over there,” I chuckled, pointing in his direction. “Is in charge. In the bedroom, he brings me to my knees.” 
 
    His complexion turned green, his features twisting with disgust. Bending over, he growled, covering his face. “I’m going to fucking hurl.” 
 
    “Look around you!” I blasted with a rush of adrenaline. “Read the room, Dad. You are all alone on your perch right now, looking down your nose. These people have been supporting mine and Cass’s relationship for months—” 
 
    “Months? How fucking long has this abomination been going on?” 
 
    “Five and a half months. Since right after I got home. See, the second I walked in the door that first night, I took one look at my Master—” 
 
    “Oh, Christ,” he whined, bending over again to clutch his knees. His back heaving, he really looked like he was about to be sick. 
 
    Ignoring his reaction, I continued. “And knew I had to have him. He absolutely owns me, and I am not even ashamed to admit it.” 
 
    “This is wrong!” he cried, standing upright to shake his fists at his sides.  
 
    Once more puckering my lips, I shook my head and scanned the room. “You’re the minority around here, Dad. Look around,” I said again, to which he did this time. 
 
    His expression dropped, the whites showing around his irises as he found nothing but contempt staring back.  
 
    I crossed the stage, my arm outstretched. Taking Cassius’s hand, I tugged him forward, my palm sliding across his cheek. His fingers hooked my belt loops, his sight bouncing back and forth over my face.  
 
    “You are so beautiful.” 
 
    He blushed with a nasally chuckle, a hand roaming up my back.  
 
    Craning my neck to peer at my father, my features hardened. “He’s going to be my husband.” 
 
    “Over my dead body,” he snarled, his lips curling around gnashing teeth. 
 
    Twining our fingers, I stood by his side, lifted my chin high, and stated proudly. “I’m going to be Beau Straith, and there’s nothing you can do about it.” 
 
    He grew angrier and Cassius gasped, turning to gawk at my profile.  
 
    “One day, we might even have kids, I don’t know, we haven’t discussed that. We have years to think about that. If we do, however, they will not have the Matcher name. I will not allow my children to grow up with your toxic opinions.” 
 
    Visibly trembling, he was looking from me to Cassius, to the band, to the crowd. Not one single set of eyes showed any support. Nothing but rage was directed at him.  
 
    Seething, his features contorted with contempt, he snarled, “You disgusting piece of shit,” at Cassius. “You’ve been nothing but a stain on my name since the day I met you. You never should have been born.” 
 
    “Hey!” I bellowed, a white-hot rage slicing through my gut. “Watch your fucking mouth. Don’t you dare speak to my future husband like that. Who the hell do you think you are?” 
 
    “Dude, why don’t you just get the fuck outta here,” Charlie hissed, creeping closer with Regina and Billy.  
 
    Dane shouted from behind the bar, drawing our attention. Shaking with fury, he said, “I’ve called the cops, motherfucker. Stay and go to jail or get the fuck outta my crib and don’t ever come back.” 
 
    A murmur flowed through the patrons, one of them hollering, “Your kind ain’t welcome here.” 
 
    He uttered a curse, jumped from the stage, and ran from the building, the door slamming behind his retreat. 
 
    Turning back to my fiancé, I grinned, my hooked index under his chin. “Now where were we?” 
 
    “Uh, I think he just accepted your proposal, and uh…you two were about to smoochie smooch,” Billy chimed in. 
 
    Cassius beamed, tugging me closer while I snickered under my breath. 
 
    “That sounds about right.” 
 
    “So right,” he whispered, jutting his chin forward to claim a kiss.  
 
    Once more, our audience erupted in praise, the clapping ricocheting from the ceiling.  
 
    My heart spinning, my tongue rolled over his, my head tipping to deepen the moment. My arms folding around him, I clung to him, a two-ton burden lifting from my shoulders. No more hiding, no more secrecy. Everything was now out in the open, I spoke my truths, and now I was free.  
 
    Free to marry the man of my dreams. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 41 
 
      
 
    Cassius Straith 
 
    Since the cat was out of the bag, when I pulled my mother’s sedan into the carport and cut off the engine, I didn’t hesitate to grab the collar of Beau’s shirt, tug him forward, and steal a passionate kiss. He groaned, fisting the back of my head to pull me so close, our teeth clanked.  
 
    Breaking away, he was breathless. “Let’s go inside. I need you.” 
 
    I chuckled, scattering kisses all over his face, brow, eyelids, nose. “You made me so proud tonight, baby boy.” 
 
    Some of the desire faded from his gaze. “That was so humiliating. Jesus, what was he doing there?” 
 
    Frowning, I gazed down at my finger, thumbing the ring. “My guess would be, trying to see who this woman you’re in love with. You know, since you wouldn’t go out with Darla.” 
 
    The atmosphere grew tense, and I could feel his stare. “Cassius.” 
 
    Grimacing, I rolled my head around and groaned, banging my fist to the steering wheel. “I’m sorry, okay? I—” 
 
    “You spied on me?” 
 
    “Just the one time, I swear.” 
 
    “Why?” he snapped, shrugging his arms out.  
 
    “Because I…” Deciding not to mention the conversation, for I didn’t want to put a wedge between him and the band, I shrunk inwardly, avoiding his peer. “I was scared you were really going out to get drunk.” 
 
    His finger hooked my chin and tugged me to look at him. “I promised you, didn’t I?” 
 
    Pouting, I gave a faint nod. 
 
    “Look, I’m not going to lie and say I’m not still struggling, but when I give you my word, it’s gold, Cass. I can’t say that for everyone, but I can for you.” 
 
    My fingers curling around his wrist, I pulled it away and dropped a kiss to his palm. “I’m sorry, really, I am. I won’t do it again. I trust you.” 
 
    His brow creasing, he stared at me through his lashes. “If we’re going to get married, you have to.” 
 
    Tingling head to toe, I grinned ear to ear. “So, you wanna take my name, huh? You’ve been thinking about this awhile, haven’t you?” 
 
    A small chuckle pushed through his nose, his fingers twining with mine. “For a minute.” 
 
    “And kids? You really think you might want kids one day?” 
 
    Rolling a shoulder, he gazed out the windshield. “I think with your help, we could raise some pretty badass rug rats.” 
 
    I smiled, my head resting on the seat to stare at him. I couldn’t believe how much had changed since he’d come home. Never, in a million years, did I think I would be engaged to a man, a man who once made my life hell. Now, he was my everything.  
 
    “I’m so proud of you.” 
 
    His expression dropped, his eyelids rounding.  
 
    “I mean it. You’ve gone through so much since you left here, and you’ve reinvented yourself from the inside out. You’re remarkable. So strong and resilient.” 
 
    A muscle in his jaw twitching, he sat normally in the seat, his thumbs tapping his knees. “Yeah, well, I don’t feel that way.” 
 
    I covered his hand and brought it to my mouth for kisses. “Well, you are, and I am so goddamn honored you chose me.” 
 
    Even in the dimness, I could see his blush.  
 
    “Come on, baby boy. Let’s get inside.” 
 
    We opened the car doors, got out, and held hands as we walked up the steps. Unlocking the door, we stepped inside and came to an instant halt.  
 
    Everything was trashed. Dishes shattered all over the floor, food scattered about. Fear lacing my blood, I shoved off Beau and stumbled through the archway. On the verge of hyperventilating, my jaw fell at the sight of the living room. Furniture tumbled over, the coffee table broken, and feathers still floating in the air from the pillows being slashed.  
 
    “What…the fuck?” he croaked from behind me, his hand curling around my side.  
 
    Hearing a faint moan, the entire world fell out from beneath me. Terror seizing my soul, I lunged forward, shoving the sofa aside to find my mother lying on the floor. Her eye was swollen, her lip busted, her nose broken. 
 
    “Mom!” he shouted, running over. Sliding to his knees, he gathered her head in his lap, gently brushing the hair off her battered face.  
 
    I gradually crept forward, tears burning. “Mom?” 
 
    “Cassius?” she wheezed, covering the blackened eye.  
 
    Lowering to the floor, my hands were trembling as I hesitantly reached for her. Gulping my heart from my throat, a sob shook my chest. “What…happened?” 
 
    “I don’t know. He…he came home, and he…I’d never seen him so angry.” 
 
    Hatred zapped through my core, breaking me out in an instant sweat. Gnashing my teeth, I hissed, “Robert did this to you?” 
 
    Beau’s head snatched up with a horrified expression. “No.” 
 
    Mom began weeping, rolling to her side to hide her face in his stomach.  
 
    Glaring at him, I staggered to my feet and dug my phone out my pocket.  
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Calling the police. I’m pressing charges.” 
 
    “No, Cass, no. He…I mean, he’s pissed, but he would never do this to her—” 
 
    “It’s not the first time, Beau!” I blasted, shaking my fist with the cell. 
 
    He blanched, his eyes bulging. “What…do you mean?” 
 
    “When you were arrested, he blamed me. We got into a huge fight, and he knocked her off her feet and stormed out of the house. Came back the next morning with flowers and a bunch of apologies.” 
 
    His chin bowed with a muted curse, his thumb and fingers digging into his eyes. “I’m so sorry, Mom,” he whispered, tenderly rocking and petting. “I’m so sorry. This is all my fault.” 
 
    Dumbfounded, I cut off the phone’s screen and crouched beside him. Holding the side of his face, I forced him to look at me as I said, “Baby boy, this is not your fault. You did nothing wrong.” 
 
    “But, I—” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Cupping the back of his head, I pulled him to my chest, burying my lips in his hair. “No buts, doll. You did nothing wrong.” 
 
    I choked down my emotions and abruptly stood up to call 911. If anyone was to blame, it was me. I knew he was a violent man, he’d been abusing me my entire life. When he turned that rage to my mother, I should have done something then. I turned a blind eye, and now my mother was paying the price.  
 
    Robert Matcher was going down. No way I would let him get away with this. His reign of terror was coming to an end.  
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    Beau Matcher 
 
    Bit by bit, I crept up to the studio. My stomach twisted in knots, bile was coating my throat as my hands rubbed the sides of my jeans nervously. Staring at Cassius’s profile, I softly cleared my throat to let him know I was approaching. 
 
    Standing in the middle of the room, his stance wide, one arm was over his stomach, the other propped on top. Tugging at his bottom lip, he craned his neck to peer at me, his irises void of all emotions. 
 
    “They gone?” 
 
    “Yeah. The paramedics checked out Mom and said she didn’t need to go to the hospital. The nose isn’t broken, it’s just…” Licking my lips, I scanned the surroundings, dread curdling my stomach. 
 
    Everything was destroyed. The paints smashed, the canvases shredded, the pottery shattered, just…destroyed. My father did this. He purposely ruined years of hard work out of spite. How could he be so cruel? Had he always been this way, and I never noticed?  
 
    Had I been this way? 
 
    “Cass…I…” 
 
    He huffed, stepping away to right the stool. Cursing under his breath, his hand combing his hair, his other propped on his hip, his weight to that side.  
 
    He said this wasn’t my fault earlier, but did he still feel that way? The house was ransacked, our mother beaten, and his career wiped out, all because he loved me. I wasn’t worth it.  
 
    “I’m so sorry,” I muttered, feeling two inches tall.  
 
    “Yeah, well,” he snipped, his tone dripping with bitterness. “It’s not the first time.” 
 
    Taken aback, I inched closer. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “He did this a couple years ago. This isn’t exactly unexpected.” 
 
    Surprised, I didn’t know how to react at first. Just how much of a bastard was my father? How could I have ever condoned his behavior? This was insane.  
 
    The demons in my head bubbling all the insecurities to the surface, I said, “Cassius, I know what you said a couple hours ago, but I’m starting to freak out. You keep withdrawing and getting more and more closed off, and…and I just need to know you still love me.” 
 
    His waist twisted, his features scrunched. “What?” 
 
    I closed my eyelids and folded my arms, my hands tucked into my pits. “Please just tell me you still love me, you still want to marry me, and everything will be okay.” 
 
    Clucking his teeth, he turned around and gripped my nape, pulling me into his chest. His lips on my scalp, he rubbed up and down my back.  
 
    I sighed with relief, sagging into his frame. Holding him tightly, I couldn’t help the tremble that raced down my spine. 
 
    “I love you, Beau. Nothing that happened tonight is going to change that. This is not your fault,” he reiterated, stressing the words.  
 
    “So…we’re…we’re okay?” 
 
    “Yes, baby boy. We’re okay.” Groaning, he pulled away to pace the floors, looking at all the damage. “I can’t say the same about Mom. I don’t think she’s going to handle this too well.” 
 
    I plopped on the stool and gripped my knees, ducking my head between my shoulders. “Christ, Cass. How in the hell did her face look worse when they cleaned away the blood? I can’t believe he did that.” 
 
    “Really? He’s been doing shit like that to me since I was a kid.” 
 
    Tipping my head, I peered at him sorrowfully. “And so did I.” 
 
    He froze, gradually twisting to gaze at me. “Don’t, Beau. Don’t…don’t go there.” 
 
    “It’s true—” 
 
    “But you changed.” Coming back to me, he held the sides of my face, looking at me through his lashes. “You changed for the better.” A small smile lit up his features. “You changed me for the better.” 
 
    “I just want to make you happy, Cassius.” 
 
    Sighing, he pressed his lips to my forehead and left them there while saying, “You have no idea how happy you make me. My life is improved a hundred times over, all because my baby boy.” 
 
    The doubt drifting away, I linked my arms around his waist and clung tightly, turning my cheek to his chest. “I can’t wait to be your husband.” 
 
    He chuckled softly, petting my hair. “Same.” 
 
    Grunting, I urged him aside so I could stand. Taking his hand, I led him out the studio. “Come on. Let’s go inside. Nothing can be done tonight. Mom needs us.” 
 
    We locked it up and strode across the yard, going back inside. I followed him up the narrow stairs to the master suite, and we both curled into bed with her, nestling her between us. Through most of the night, she was in and out of sleep, never staying out for more than a few minutes before she woke up screaming or crying. We held her, shushed her, and did our best to make her feel safe, but that was now stripped away, possibly forever.  
 
    My dad traumatized his wife, leaving scars that would never fully heal, all because I fell in love with a man. Some people should never be permitted to have children. Robert Matcher was one of them.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 42 
 
      
 
    Cassius Straith 
 
    As much as I hated what he did to my mother and home, I was actually glad he was on the run. Life without Robert was pretty great. There was no tension in the house, no shouting, no anxiety. Mom was healing rather quickly, and me and Beau were free to be in love without ridicule. Three days, and it already felt like an entire life in his absence.  
 
    A good life. Peaceful. Despite the carnage we were still cleaning up.  
 
    Squatting in my studio, my elbows on my knees, a hand covered my mouth and jaw, anxiety twisting my guts. My friend, John, was just as upset, pacing the area with his arms crossed.  
 
    “Not gonna lie here, Cass. It don’t look good.” 
 
    Grimacing, I cursed and dropped my head, twining my fingers behind my nape. “Man, don’t say that. C’mon, there’s got to be something you can do.” 
 
    Heaving an exasperated sigh, he tugged the thighs of his trousers and squatted next to a painting of Renee. Using his index and middle finger, he carefully picked up one of the slashed frays and emitted another curse.  
 
    “Goddammit.” Dropping it, he set his elbow to his dominant knee and cradled his chin to gaze at me. “I won’t promise you anything. The pottery, obviously, gone forever. Not that I could have done anything with that, anyway. Not my forte. The sketches and watercolors, gone.” 
 
    “I’m not worried about those. Those are easy to replicate. The paintings, John. The paintings. That is your forte. Can you fix them?” 
 
    He huffed and stood, so I did, as well. Strolling closer, he picked up the remnants of one I did for Macy, shaking his head. “Goddamn shame. I mean, I can try. I cannot give you any guarantees,” he said, gently laying it on my desk. “But I’ll do my hardest. I won’t be able to do anything until after Christmas, so it’ll be about a week until I have answers.” 
 
    Absently staring at nothing, my head bobbed stiffly. 
 
    Pocketing his hands, he faced me with a small smile. “Gotta say, you’re handling this a lot better than the last time.” 
 
    I snorted and rolled my eyes, setting my hands on my sides. “No, shit. Last time I was sniveling like a baby.”  
 
    Squinting, his head tipped. “You almost look happy.” 
 
    Confused, my chin tucked to a shoulder to shoot a sideways glance. “I am happy.” 
 
    “No, I mean.” Motioning around, he said, “Your entire career has just been destroyed for the second time, yet you have this aura of tranquility. What’s going on? What’s changed since the last time we talked?” 
 
    My pulse racing, I tugged at my nape, shooting nervous glimpses. Ever since I first met John when I was eighteen, he’d been hitting on me. Just like everyone else, he wouldn’t accept I wasn’t gay. How the hell was I supposed to tell him, oops, I was wrong, I was? 
 
    Clearing my throat, I clasped my elbows and widened my stance. “I, uhm, ahem. I am…ahem. I’m engaged.” 
 
    His brows shot upward, the smile falling with a trace of disappointment. “No kidding?” 
 
    Proudly showing off the ring, I held my hand up and wiggled the finger. “Yup.” 
 
    Pouting, he pointed. “That looks like a wedding band.” 
 
    I smiled, rubbing my thumb over the inlaid, tiny diamond. “Nope. It’s an engagement ring.” 
 
    “Wait, isn’t the chick supposed to wear that?” 
 
    Nerves knotted my stomach, my sight flitting to him through my lashes. “It’s uh…See, I…H-He…proposed…to me.” 
 
    He did a doubletake, his jaw nearly hitting the floor. Eyes bulging, he waved his palms and chortled. “No, no, no, no. Cassius Straith is not gay. You’ve told me a hundred times over the years, you were straight.” 
 
    Heaving a long sigh, my arms shrugged. “For him, I’m as gay as can be.” 
 
    To my surprise, he chuckled, scratching at his scalp. “I’ll be damned. Well.” He stepped closer and playfully flicked my chin with his index. “It looks good on you, Cass.” 
 
    Out of nowhere, a menacing, feral growl broke through the birds chirping outside. Startled, I spun around to see Beau charging forward, foaming at the mouth. Snarling, he grabbed the front of John’s shirt, and swung his fist, colliding with the side of his face. 
 
    His head snapped back, spit flying out the corner of his mouth. My stomach bottomed out, my hands slapping to my cheeks.  
 
    “Mine!” he bellowed, rearing his arm back for a second blow. 
 
    I lunged forward to grab his wrist before he could strike again, stunned at the strength as I was flung to the side like a rag doll. 
 
    “Beau! Stop.” 
 
    “He’s mine, motherfucker. Don’t touch him ever again. Never, ever!” 
 
    Knocking his hold loose, I threw my arms around his wide biceps and clung on for dear life. John stumbled, falling against my desk, holding his already bruised jaw. His eyes glazed with shock, he just stared at us silently. 
 
    “Stop, stop. Look at me. Baby boy, look at me.” 
 
    Wheezing, heaving, nostrils flaring, he directed his focus to mine, his muscles vibrating against my chest.  
 
    “He wasn’t hitting on me. I swear, he’s a friend who is trying to help me fix the canvases.” 
 
    Rapidly blinking, the cloud of rage dissipated from his emerald glare, his frame relaxing a bit. “What?” 
 
    “He’s an art conservator. He repairs oil paintings. He helped me last time this happened. He’s just here to help.” 
 
    His Adam’s apple bobbed, the last of the fury shedding. His brows lifting, regret shimmered in his eyes as his sight darted back and forth between me and him. “Oh, shit.” Nudging me off, he fisted his hair at his temples, creeping closer to John. “Oh, shit, man. Oh, my god, I’m so sorry. Are…are you okay?” 
 
    Bitterly snorting, he righted himself, moving his jaw around while sneering at Beau. “Sure, fine. I take it you’re the fiancé?” 
 
    He flinched, pinching the bridge of his nose. “Yeah, yeah. That’s me. The asshole.” 
 
    Snorting, he strode for the entrance. “Won’t get any argument from me on that. Cassius, I am going to head to my studio and get the van. I’ll be back in about an hour to collect the canvases.” 
 
    Everything shaking inside, I nodded, following him to the door. “Yeah, thanks.” 
 
    “See ya.” 
 
    “Mm hm.” 
 
    Closing and locking it, I spun around, charged at Beau, and grabbed his face, crushing my lips to his. Clearly startled, his arms flew out to the sides, but he quickly submitted, kissing me back. Frantic, I fumbled with his jeans, desperate to be inside him.  
 
    Grunting, he helped me, pushing my pants down. The second his jeans were around his knees, I twirled him, flung him over the table, and thrust inside. 
 
    “Oh, fuck!” he shouted, bucking his ass against me. “Jesus, yes.” 
 
    Dizzy, my system reeling, I gripped his shoulder, my face in the dip of his spine. “You know how fucking sexy that was?” I grumbled with another deep shove. 
 
    He hissed and threw his head back, his hands knocking things off the table. “Oh, fuck, sir. Give it to me.” 
 
    Snarling, my mouth at his ear, I hissed, “I get so fucking hard every time you get jealous.” 
 
    Stunned, he tipped his head to peer at me over his shoulder. “Cass?” 
 
    Losing control, I sat up, held his hips, and pounded away. Staring down at his ass stretched for my cock, my hips clapping against his thighs, I grew heady, a hot wave of lust crashing over me. He was so sexy. I loved the way his muscles pulled out, sticking to the sides of my dick, just to push in with my thrusts.  
 
    “So goddamn tight, baby boy.” 
 
    “Unh, Master, faster. Don’t stop.” 
 
    Speeding up, white lights were starting to flicker in my view, my lungs burning without air. Beau was squirming, moaning louder and louder.  
 
    “I’m cumming, sir. Unh, I’m cumming. Oh, shit, shit. Master.” 
 
    Even without being touched, his cock was bouncing between his thighs from my aggression, and cum began to dribble to the floor. His muscles clenching tighter, his ass bucking, I choked on a breath, my gut and balls coiling painfully.  
 
    “Unh, unh, yes, don’t stop.” 
 
    Suddenly, prickles shot down the center of my cock and there was a mini explosion in the tip. Another inhale hitching the back of my throat, I froze, partially bent over his back, my nails tearing the skin on his hips. My toes curling to the floor, my eyes rolled to black as cum poured into his ass.  
 
    “Oh, fuck,” he croaked, twisting his waist. Leaning to one palm, the other hooked the back of my neck, his expression stunned. “Are you cumming? Oh, shit, Cassius, yes.” His tone husky, his eyelids heavy, he emitted a long, throaty moan. Grinding against me, circling my dick, a tremor rolled down my spine with another involuntary thrust. 
 
    “Fill that pussy, Master. Oh my god, yes, yes. Unh, it feels so good.” 
 
    The lock on my lungs finally broke and I pulled in a deep, jagged breath, just to howl it out through clenched teeth. My forehead falling to the side of his ribs, I ground against him, my cock still twitching.  
 
    “Fuck, yeah, that’s my nut. Give it to me, Master. I want it deep. Yes.” 
 
    And just like that, every ounce of my strength was gone. Heaving a sigh, I fell to my knees, my muscles completely spent. Tilting my head, I gazed at his ass, a tiny bead of milky whiteness dripping out.  
 
    Dizzy, I cupped his cheeks and buried my face, swirling my tongue. Both palms slapping to the surface, he cried out with surprise, but pushed into my face. Tasting my own cum for the first time in my life was surreal.  
 
    Exhausted, I slumped to the floor, my arms curled over the top of my head. In utter disbelief, I stared at the ceiling, my cock and balls still tingling. 
 
    Beau lowered beside me, draping his arm across my torso. Nuzzling my ear, he snickered, his tongue dipping inside to break me out in goosebumps. “That’s three. Dare I say, you might start cumming regularly?” 
 
    This man. This wonderful, amazing, sexy man. Out of all my dolls, and the hundreds of times I’d been with them, he was the only person to ever bring me complete satisfaction.  
 
    Curling to my side, my thumb under his jaw, my fingers across his cheek, I stared into his beautiful eyes, overwhelmed at the depth of my love. “Let’s get married now.” 
 
    The smile fell, his brows lifting. “What?” 
 
    “Let’s fly out to Vegas and get married now. It’s legal there.” 
 
    He gulped loudly with a faint nod. “Fuck, yes.” 
 
    Exhilaration shot through me as I covered his mouth with a passionate, heated kiss, neither of us closing our eyes. As soon as our mother was well enough to travel, we would fly to Nevada, and I would marry the most remarkable human being I’d ever had the privilege of knowing.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 43 
 
      
 
    Beau Matcher 
 
    The room was small and painted bright white with pale, bamboo floors. Three rows of three white, padded chairs on either side, the space between was narrow, leading up to a silver, matte table covered in fake, white flowers. An arch behind it with a wall covered in white, velvet curtains, the other two were covered in paintings of cherry blossoms, while the entrance had a large, curved, white door.  
 
    The man who would marry me and Cassius stood behind the table with a wide smile. Wearing all white, even his hair was white, combed over to the side. His hands clasped in front, he was rocking from toe to heel repeatedly. 
 
    I forced a grin, scratching the side of my head as I scanned the washed out room. The rest of our lives, we would remember this tacky room because it was where we began our lives as husbands. That was a tad disappointing, but it was better than the Elvis wedding a couple blocks away. It being New Year’s Eve, our options were limited without reservations made beforehand.  
 
    For a moment, I reflected on my time with Grant, recalling us planning a wedding at one point. The same dull sadness twisted my soul, pushing my heart to my throat. We never got a chance to fulfill that dream, so, despite things moving a little fast between Cassius and me, I wasn’t willing to wait. Tomorrow was never promised, and I didn’t want to waste a single day.  
 
    Checking my watch, I chewed the inside of my cheek. Cassius had asked me to head on to the chapel while he took Mom to the restroom. Some of her makeup had smeared, revealing the bruises lingering from my father’s brutality, and he wanted to help her freshen up. 
 
    The sadness waned to rage, and my teeth gritted. How could he lay his hands on her? He never would have pulled a stunt like that with my biological mother. If she knew what he’d done, she would roll over in her grave.  
 
    Looking back on the years he’d been married to Betty, a realization began to sink into my gut, drawing my expression taut. Did he even like her? Seeing the past through fresh eyes, it was clear he didn’t love her, but did he at least like his wife? Had he merely married Betty because she had a house paid for and was a warm body for his bed? Overly compliant, she was the perfect spouse for a narcissistic bastard like him.  
 
    The door creaked open, and all other thoughts vanished. My heart skipping a beat, I bristled, turning my attention that way. She and my beautiful fiancé strolled in, arm in arm. Her hair was pulled back in a crystal barrette, her makeup concealing any damage that was lingering eleven days later. Tears in her light brown eyes, she was beaming ear to ear, winking at me. 
 
    Cassius stole my fucking breath. He had tried to wear a black suit, like me, but I had insisted he wear what he usually did when performing at Suzie Q’s because, Christ! He was fucking gorgeous.  
 
    His hair parted on the side, he had liner around his eyes, making his irises sparkle. Wearing a black shirt that was unbuttoned to the middle of his chest, the black jeans fit snuggly, low on his hips with that thick, leather belt and chain dangling at his side. The cuffs on his wrists, his nails polished black, he strutted forward with an air of confidence that told anyone who looked at him, he absolutely knew he owned every fiber of my being. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” I muttered, getting dizzy with too many emotions.  
 
    How could a man with a dick as thick as his, who dominated me into submission daily, still be feminine?  
 
    Joining me in front of the table, he let go of Mom and turned to face me, a brow arched smugly. 
 
    “Beautiful,” I rasped, continually raking my sight up and down his frame.  
 
    Mom giggled, pressing her palms together in front of her mouth.  
 
    The officiant cleared his throat and began speaking. Only a few words in, I interjected with, “Can I kiss him yet?” 
 
    Everyone snickered, but I swept down and covered his mouth, fisting the back of his hair. My tongue rolled over his, his palms gliding up my back to splay out. Embracing him close to my chest, I turned a bit to lean him to the side, so he was partially dipped, my head bobbing from the intensity. Lust heating my veins, my stomach was coiling with need.  
 
    “Oh, my,” Mom cried, patting my shoulder. “Beau, Beau, stop that right now. Excuse me!” she shouted, tugging at my jacket sleeve. 
 
    Reluctantly breaking the kiss, I didn’t move away at first. Gazing into his glossed eyes, we were both panting quickly.  
 
    “Wow,” he whispered, searching my features. “I’m definitely ready to be your husband.” 
 
    My heart turned over with exhilaration. Gently righting us, I smoothed his hair with a mischief smile. Never taking my focus from him I said, “I think we’re ready now.” 
 
    No trace of amusement in Cassius’s expression, he stared at me barely blinking, our hands joined. His chest rising and falling quickly to labored breaths, a leg was bouncing anxiously. His fingers grew tighter and tighter as the ceremony went on. The second the man finished and pronounced us married, he was lunging at me so fiercely, I stumbled and banged against the wall. Holding both sides of my face, he was crushing his mouth to mine so hard, our teeth clanked. His tongue shot to the back of my throat, nearly gagging me, the entire movement taking me by surprise. 
 
    Instantly melting, I grabbed his waist, hooking his belt loops, and pulled him closer. Overwrought with desire, my head was spinning, my body aching for a more intimate touch. Just as I was about to lose control, I curtly shoved him away, gasping for a breath. Nervously looking over his shoulder, I said, “Mom.” 
 
    He tensed, his eyelids rounding. Bit by bit, he craned his neck to peer at her, as well. 
 
    She was still in the same spot, shock marring her features. Batting her lashes, she cleared her throat and looked away, fidgeting with her light pink dress.  
 
    Gazing at me again, he smirked, his thumb stroking my bottom lip. “You think you can wait a couple hours to make love to your husband?” 
 
    A rush of heat shot through me, my muscles weakening. “Oh, fuck, we’re married.” 
 
    He snickered, tipping his head. “Yes, we are, baby boy. Forever. No divorce, no separations, nothing. We hit rough patches, we fight to work it out until it’s gone.” The smile falling away, he stared into my eyes, his voice deepening. “No ending this, ever, Beau. Understand? Us together, side by side, the rest of our lives.” 
 
    My heart racing, I was tingling everywhere. “No complaints from me, sir.” 
 
    His eyelids rounded slightly, and he jerked as if he’d kiss me again, but stepped aside, instead. Rubbing at his face, he exhaled loudly and faced the officiant.  
 
    “Where do we need to sign to make this legit?” 
 
    Smiling, he indicated the pages spread across the silver table. “Right here, sir. Congratulations. I wish nothing but the best for you both.” 
 
    Taking my hand, he tugged me over, took the pen, and scribbled his name, sealing the legalities on our wedding. My hand shaking, I bent down, paused for only a split second, and signed Beau Straith.  
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    Cassius Straith 
 
    The room was a suite with two bathrooms, a king-sized bed, and a terrace that overlooked the fountain at the Cosmopolitan of Las Vegas hotel. Sitting in the Japanese soaking tub, Beau was kneeling on one of the built in benches, facing the window that glowed from the city lights. One hand on his shoulder, the other his hip, I was rocking in and out, staring down at my cock tugging his tight flesh.  
 
    He hissed through his teeth reaching behind to scratch my side. “Oh, fuck yes, sir. Deeper, please, deeper.” 
 
    The water sloshing around us, my jaw was on my chest, grunts falling each time my hips collided with his ass. “My baby boy wants it deeper? How deep, huh? How deep you want this dick?” 
 
    Throwing his head back, he sucked his teeth again, his lips curling. “Fuck, all the way, Master. Unh, I want you inside me, under my fucking skin, where I can feel you all the time.” 
 
    My sight flitted to the hand on his shoulder, eying the thin, plain, black band next to the slightly thinner one with the inlaid diamond. A rush of emotions swirled my head, making me dizzy. I was married. I married my stepbrother. We were on our honeymoon, making love, beginning our lives as a couple forever.  
 
    Overwhelmed, my eyes rolled, and I sped up, our wet skin clapping louder. Beau cried out, his other palm slapping to the window steaming up.  
 
    “I’m cumming, oh shit, I’m cumming.” His head bowing low, he tensed, bucked, and groaned with his release, the cum dribbling to the bath. 
 
    Tingles trickling down my spine at his body tugging my dick, I stilled, only halfway in, and urinated, the closest my body was capable of cumming. Laying on his back, my face in his spine, I moaned, pushing my cock deep.  
 
    “I love you, sir,” he panted, his palm squeaking off the glass. Straightening his stance, he reached over to comb my hair, gulping in breaths. “Fuck, I love you so much, Cassius.” 
 
    Gradually withdrawing, everything trickled out to the water. Sitting on the rim, holding my knees, my shoulders curled around my ears while I tried to regulate my breathing. “Jesus, Beau. Goddamn.” 
 
    He chuckled and pulled the plug to drain the tub. Sitting next to me, he swung his legs over to the shower side, stood, and helped me out. Going to the other side, he turned on the water and tenderly washed me head to toe while I leaned against the tiny, opalescent tiles. When both of us were cleaned, he cut off the water, opened the glass door, and got the cotton robes from the closet.  
 
    We donned them and strolled out the bathroom, going for the large, soft bed. Crawling onto the mattress, he was immediately curling against my side, draping his arm across my torso. For several minutes, neither of us spoke. I petted his hair while we stared out at the glass wall to the dark sky lit up by Vegas lights.  
 
    “I’m going to be good to you, Cass. I’ll never cheat on you, never hurt you. I won’t be my father.” 
 
    Stunned at his declaration, I shrugged him to his elbow and frowned. “Why would you say that?” 
 
    He tucked a hand beneath the robe, pushing it aside to caress my chest. A finger circling the nipple, my stomach turned over and a sharp inhale caught my throat.  
 
    “I was thinking earlier and…I don’t think my dad likes Mom.” 
 
    Sighing, I sagged into the sheets and pinched the bridge of my nose. “I came to that conclusion a few years ago, too.” 
 
    His expression taut with sadness, he gazed at me somberly. “I’ll never be that way. I absolutely, without a doubt, wholeheartedly love you unconditionally.” 
 
    Excitement quickening my pulse, my knuckles brushed his jawline. “I know, baby boy. Me, too.” 
 
    Moving the cotton aside, he crawled between my legs, rocking his cock up and down a few times before curving his hips to push inside. I smiled, hooking my ankles behind his knees.  
 
    “We’re going to make this work,” I said, sliding the cotton over his shoulders.  
 
    He shrugged them, removing the robe, and tossed it to the floor. “We have to.” 
 
    The smile fell, my heart lodged in my throat. “We absolutely have to. I can’t lose you, Beau. I love you too much to live without you.” 
 
    Dipping down for a kiss, neither of us closed our eyes while we slowly made love. Almost right away, everything was tightening, feeling as if my guts were being twisted. Gasping to break the kiss, I gazed at him through hooded lids, bucking against his thrusts. 
 
    “Fuck, unh, I think…Oh, shit, I think I’m cumming.” 
 
    His eyes lit up and his movements quickened. Rising to his knees to go harder, deeper, my eyes rolled to black, all my senses shutting down. One hand slamming to the padded headboard, the other dug into his back, clawing down, tearing his skin. 
 
    “Beau!” I screamed, my cock jerking as cum pooled on my stomach. 
 
    “Oh, shit, Cassius. Oh my god, yes, fuck me, sir. Don’t stop. You’re so fucking tight right now.” 
 
    Thrashing about uncontrollably, I could neither breathe nor make a sound as I continued to orgasm. The cum began trickling down my sides to the robe, my cock throbbing. 
 
    Moaning and grunting, he threw his head back, slammed deep, and erupted with a deep, husky growl that broke me out in goosebumps.  
 
    My head lifted to stare in wonder at my stomach. Dragging my shaking fingers through it, I tapped them to my thumb, marveling at the sticky strings. Every time it happened, it hurt less and less. This time, there was hardly any discomfort.  
 
    Holding my stare, his tongue snaked out, to lap at my fingers while he began rocking. “Want to see if I can make you cum again?” 
 
    Slowly smiling, I clutched the back of his neck and tugged him down for a passionate kiss. Beau was the one. He was who I had waited all my life for. I may still be young, but I knew I was with the man I was always meant to be with. That’s why I never found that ultimate satisfaction with anyone else. I had always been waiting for Beau Matcher.  
 
    Correction. Beau Straith. My husband.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 44 
 
      
 
    Cassius Straith 
 
    Back home, life had never been better. Our mom was happier than ever without Robert, finally realizing she hated being married to him, but had been so used to the oppression, she’d never noticed how bad it had gotten. Now that he was gone, she was ready to face the world as a single woman and had filed for divorce.  
 
    Wherever the bastard was, whenever he came out of hiding, he would find that, a warrant for his arrest, and a restraining order. It was just a matter of time.  
 
    Even though the band had always been supportive of mine and Beau’s relationship, I was a bit nervous to see their reaction to our elopement. After all, we were a pretty closeknit group, how would they feel that we’d taken off and gotten married without letting them be a part of the ceremony?  
 
    To my relief, no one had anything negative to say. Regina squealed and hugged both our necks so hard, she almost gave us whiplash, Bill just shrugged, and Charlie said he wasn’t too surprised. Even the regular patrons who had witnessed us falling in love since June, had nothing but congratulations.  
 
    Sure, once in a while, newcomers dropped in and had a few disapproving comments about the two openly affectionate, gay men pawing at one another on stage, but we never had to say anything to defend ourselves. The patrons and Dane always stepped in on our behalf before we could. They were either told to be respectful, or asked to leave, altogether.  
 
    It was empowering the support we had from the very beginning. It made being in love that much easier. We had our small community that embraced our relationship, so it made any adversities outside our circle seem insignificant. As long as we stayed on our turf, there were no problems. After all, why would we ever need to leave Montgomery? Our friends and loved ones were here. I no longer had to worry about being bullied, and my home was safe. There were no more fantasies of fleeing town.  
 
    To prove that, I had finally gone down to the college once we returned from Vegas and signed up for spring courses. My brand new husband even signed up for classes, as well, wanting to learn about graphic art.  
 
    Art. Thankfully, John was able to salvage almost ninety percent of my canvases. Some, the tears were still noticeable, but only if you knew they were there and looked for them. All in all, the only pieces I would have to recreate were the pottery, watercolors, and sketches, which was not a big deal. Those would be easy to redo.  
 
    As a wedding gift, I presented my new husband with a painting I had been hiding from him in my closet, so it hadn’t been in the studio when Robert went on his rampage. It was of me and him, lying on the fur rug, taking our usual positions. He was on his side draped across my chest while one of my arms was curved over the top of my head, the other around him. My chin tipped, my lips were in his hair.  
 
    To my astonishment, Beau had his own little wedding present. A three bedroom, two bath, fourteen hundred square foot cottage. Built in 1926, it was fully renovated, cozy, and less than a three-minute walk from our mother. Pale blue, trimmed in white, it had a nice, brick, front porch, original hardwood floors, and was situated on a small, secluded lot full of elm trees.  
 
    Since the painting wasn’t erotic or sexual, it was the first item we moved in, hanging it right above the brick fireplace just inside the entrance. The second piece was a brand new bed. The money I had been saving up to move out of state was used to furnish our new home, starting with a king size bed. Funny, even with all the new space, we still cuddled together as if we were cramped in our narrow, double sized beds at Mom’s.  
 
    The days ticked by and, before I knew it, we had been married an entire month. Four weeks of absolute bliss. Some days, I woke up, staring around our new bedroom, in complete disbelief this was my life. The only thing I didn’t like was Beau was no longer my shadow, following my every move.  
 
    Since I was preparing to be a full-time student, and he’d only picked up a few classes, he had gotten a job which left me alone during the days. The money we’d both saved up over the last couple years dwindled away pretty damn quickly with the house, buying our own vehicle, furniture, and all the other bills associated with being a responsible adult. Where I had no real complaints, I did miss having him hovering nearby at all times.  
 
    My shoulders slumped forward as I looked around my new studio. No longer in a converted garage, it took up the larger of the secondary bedrooms, the windows covering the two walls giving amazing views of the front and side yards. A peacefulness settling over my shoulders, I shook my head. “This is unreal.” 
 
    Tossing the palette on the table, I stood, stretching my arms above my head. My stomach growling, I strolled out of the room and turned left through the hallway’s arch to the dining room. My intention had been to go right into the kitchen, but I spotted Beau standing in the living room, staring at the painting.  
 
    Not moving, barely blinking, one hand was in his pocket, the other holding a bottle of beer in front of his stomach. His finger was tapping his ring to the side, the clanking matching the ticking of the clock on the wall. 
 
    My brows furrowing, I scooted past the table and approached. “Baby boy?” 
 
    He took a deep breath that had his chest poking out. Closing his eyelids, when they lifted, he was looking at me. 
 
    Though he rarely drank these days, it still made me uncomfortable when he did. However, I wouldn’t order him to never pick up a beer again. He would change and heal on his own. So long as he continued to go to therapy, which he did, I would not push him into choices he wasn’t ready to make. 
 
    Still, my focus dropped to it. 
 
    “Relax, I’ve only had like two or three sips. See?” 
 
    He wiggled it side to side, the liquid sloshing inside indicating it was nearly full.  
 
    “I…wasn’t going to say anything.” 
 
    One side of his mouth lifted, his features softening. “I know, and I love you for that.” 
 
    My pulse skipped, never getting tired of hearing him say those words. “What are you doing?” 
 
    He jutted his chin, so I followed his trail of sight to the painting. “You’re so beautiful.” 
 
    I’d never get tired of hearing that, either.  
 
    His profile to me, his arm lifted, so I curled against his side, my cheek on his collarbone. Hugging me firmly, he huffed, rubbing up and down my bicep. 
 
    “He’s still out there, Cass.” 
 
    My stomach dropped with dread. “I know.” 
 
    “And it makes me nervous. Mom should have moved in with us.” 
 
    Clucking my teeth, I tugged his chin to force eye contact. “That kind of defeats the purpose of us getting our own place. If the three of us were going to continue living together, why did you buy this place?” 
 
    A muscle in his jaw flexed under my fingers. “When I started the process of buying this place, Dad hadn’t…he hadn’t…” Grunting, he snatched away to peer at the painting again. “I don’t like it, Cass. I think she should stay with us until he’s found.” 
 
    “We’ve tried that, remember? She won’t budge. Hey.” I stepped out of his embrace and moved in front, cupping the sides of his neck, my thumbs stroking under his ears. “We had that very fancy security system installed, remember? Anyone tries to break in, everyone in a fifty-mile radius is going to hear it. And we are literally seven houses away. We, for sure, will hear it.” 
 
    His Adam’s apple bobbing, he gripped the waist of my sweats and pulled me closer. “And if he comes after you?” 
 
    Fear shook my core, but I kept an aloof mask. “You’re worrying about nothing.” Deciding to distract, I tilted my head, inching nearer. “Instead of wasting energy thinking about him, why don’t you see if you can make me cum again?” 
 
    His eyelids rounded, a sharp inhale flaring his nostrils. 
 
    Grinning mischievously, I rubbed against him, tingling everywhere when his cock began to harden. “If I recall, weren’t you able to get me to cum three times since we’ve lived here?” 
 
    “Yes,” he rasped, his tone gravelly. 
 
    “Seems to me it’s happening a lot more lately. Let’s see if we can teach my body how to do it every single time.” 
 
    He gulped with a faint nod. 
 
    My grin widening, I twined our fingers and led him through the dining room to the kitchen. Pushing open the laundry room door at the rear, we turned into the master suite that had been added in the eighties. I turned around to walk backward, delighted to see he had discarded the beer somewhere in the kitchen. Undressing him as we moved to the bed, I opened the nightstand’s drawer and pulled out the black case. 
 
    His brows lifted, his breathing shallowing. 
 
    I leaned forward to trace his mouth with my tongue. “I want this rod in both our cocks, and I want you docking me. I want to see if I can fill you up with my cum.” 
 
    “Oh, god, Cassius.” Dipping down, he claimed a heated kiss, desperately tugging my sweatpants off. We fell onto the mattress, groping, petting, fondling, kissing, loving, worshipping, bonding, doing whatever we could to bury the fears we both had where Robert was concerned.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 45 
 
      
 
    Beau Straith 
 
    Soft, romantic music crooning from the speakers, the lights were off, the darkness illuminated by the candles spread around. The air filled with their sweet aromas, the atmosphere was of romance and sexual chemistry.  
 
    Cassius was standing at the foot of the bed, grinning down at me seductively. It wasn’t often we used Shibari with our foreplay, but when we did, it was amazing. Something about the coarse fibers of the ropes on my skin, the binding, all control taken away, it was primitive and intoxicating, always resulting in some of the most fantastic orgasms.  
 
    But orgasms with Master were always fantastic. The brutal fuckings, the love making, the bondage, it all had my toes curling, my emotions deepening each and every time. Through therapy, the more I fell in love with Cassius, the more I was able to let Grant go without guilt. Nothing would ever take away the special bond we had, the connection and the feelings, but Master was the one. He was what my entire existence revolved around. The sun rose and set with Cassius, and I wasn’t even ashamed of how dependent I was on his nearness.  
 
    The ropes zigzagging across my torso, they wrapped around my waist to weave through my fingers, binding my wrists in a manner where my hands were over my forearms. The design knotted and then crisscrossed between my shoulder blades, back to the front, just under my neck across my collarbones. I was squirming, not because I was uncomfortable, for I had never been so turned on, but because I was desperate to touch my husband. Even though all he’d done was tie me up and masturbate in front of me, precum was trickling down the underside of my cock. If he told me to, I bet I could climax on demand.  
 
    His fist pumping along his length, my sight darted back and forth between his smoldering gaze and his amazing, thick cock. For someone as lean as he was, the length was exactly what someone would expect. That width, though, goddamn. No, a cock that fat did not match someone with a feminine frame like this.  
 
    “You ready to become another piece of my gallery?” 
 
    Glancing over at the camera in the corner, videotaping, I grew heady, thinking about the painting he planned to make from tonight. My neck stretched as I gave the lens a seductive stare, trying to give him something good to reference later.  
 
    “I love you,” I rasped, the desire overwhelming. 
 
    “Say it again, baby boy.” 
 
    My brows arching, I tipped my head, slightly leaning forward. “I love my master.” 
 
    Fisting my hair, he stepped closer, his upper lip twitching. “You love me forever?” 
 
    “Hell yes.” 
 
    His jaw falling, his stomach caved, his eyelids growing heavy. “I’m gonna cum.” 
 
    My heart turned over and I smiled. By this point, we had figured out his ticks, so I knew when he said that, he meant he was about to urinate. The only time Cassius was able to release actual semen was when I was the dominant one. 
 
    Which I would be as soon as he untied me. I would grab his throat, slam him to the wall, and fuck him until he exploded.  
 
    “Give it to me, sir.” 
 
    His frame jostling, his toes cracked as they dug into the carpet. “Beau,” he choked, a thin, warm stream shooting out. 
 
    I ducked my chin, opened my mouth, and took him between my lips, suckling gently. He hissed with a tiny thrust, his muscles shaking. Yanking my head back, he stared down at me, the last dribbling to the towel beneath me. 
 
    Smiling mischievously, I said, “You ready to release me so I can make you really cum?” 
 
    His Adam’s apple bobbed, his palm petting my cheek. “You are so amazing, Beau. My god, I love you so much.” 
 
    Everything inside softened, my heart pattering wildly. Opening my mouth to respond, a shadow in the laundry room caught my attention. Squinting, I leaned to the side to peek around his hip and choked on an inhale.  
 
    My father charged into the room, snarling and foaming at the mouth. His complexion purple, he lunged forward, shouting, “You disgusting faggot!” 
 
    Cassius yelped and spun around. The second he faced him, a knife was plunged into his gut. He oofed and bent forward, wrapping his fingers around the blade. 
 
    My insides plummeted, ice rolling through my veins. Everything happened in slow motion in my mind, shock hitting my system in a second.  
 
    “No!” I screamed, tears instantly welling.  
 
    “Fucking die, you piece of shit.” He grunted and pushed the blade deeper. “I told you you never shoulda been born. You’ve been nothing but a burden your whole life.” 
 
    Cassius made an awkward sound, his eyes bulging. Dropping to his knees, the floor shook under the weight. My dad took off running, banging through the house.  
 
    Terror seizing my soul, I wiggled against the ropes, the tears streaming down my face. “Cass?” I whimpered, trying to crawl toward him. 
 
    Sweat dripping off his gray face, he turned to look at me. His brow crease, his eyes were misted, his chin quivering. “It…hurts.” 
 
    A sob shook my chest as I desperately fought the ropes. “Oh, shit, oh, shit.” 
 
    One hand still curled around the knife embedded in his stomach, the other hit the floor as he slumped forward. “Beau.” 
 
    “Cassius!” I screamed, spit flying from my mouth. Sobbing hysterically, I was yanking frantically, trying to loosen the ropes.  
 
    Gagging and panting, he crumbled to the carpet, blood staining the light gray fibers. His pupils minimizing, he stared at me, his lips turning blue. “My sweet…baby…boy…” 
 
    A long, sickening sigh poured out of his throat and his eyelids closed, his shoulder sagging. And then…he was motionless, silent… 
 
    Screaming at the top of my lungs, I yanked against the bindings hard enough to break my thumb and index. Not even feeling the physical pain, it was the emotional that was killing me. Wiggling the ropes off them, I was able to get enough slack to release the knots, shrugging them off. My arms free, I crawled to him, petting his hair off his face.  
 
    “Don’t do this, please don’t do this. Oh my god, Cassius, don’t leave me. I can’t do this again!” I shouted, shaking his shoulder. Dropping my face to his nape, I emitted a gut-wrenching howl, tears soaking his hair. “God, no! Not again.” 
 
    Lying next to him, my face inches from his, I urged, “Take me with you, Cass. Please don’t leave me here alone. I want to go with you.” 
 
    Gathering him in my arms, I clung to him, rocking us side to side while screaming and blubbering at the top of my lungs. I would not survive this, I didn’t even want to try. Without Cassius, this world meant nothing to me. I was dead, as well.

  

 
   
    Chapter 46 
 
      
 
    Beau Straith 
 
    More than aware of everyone’s concern, I didn’t bother to comment on the fact people were sitting with me in shifts. Between Mom, Regina, Charlie, and Billy, there was always a babysitter around at all times, eyeing me like a hawk to make sure I didn’t try to hurt myself. 
 
    How could I argue with them? They all knew me well enough to know, if Cassius didn’t pull through this, I would not spend one extra day on this earth without him. The day my master died, was the final day for me, as well. Whether it be ten, fifteen, fifty years from now… 
 
    Or today. 
 
    Anguish twisting my heart, I stood next to the hospital bed. An arm across my stomach, the other on top, I was gnawing my nails, a knee bouncing. My eyes burning from crying so much, I barely blinked as I stared at him, motionless. Pale. Gaunt. He looked nothing like my beautiful husband. Technically, his body looked exactly like it always did, but he was dull, almost lackluster. 
 
    It was him, his soul, his personality. This whole time, I’d just figured it was the way he looked, but now I saw the truth. Gazing down at his physical form, struggling to stay alive, he appeared rather basic. His soul was displaced at the moment, lingering out in the ethers somewhere, stuck between living and dying.    
 
    Of course, I loved his body. It brought me more pleasure than I’d ever known. Without his heart and soul, however, it was just another body. Any other man or female could bring me physical satisfaction. I wanted Cassius’s heart. I wanted his personality, his laughter, devotion.  
 
    I wanted my husband.  
 
    Unfolding my arms, I held up my hand, staring at the thick, black band on my finger. We’d only been married a few weeks. It wasn’t long enough. I needed more time, we needed more time. A lifetime.  
 
    My sight flitted to my thumb and index taped in the metal braces. The pain in my chest far surpassed that of broken bones, so I barely noticed.  
 
    My attention darted across the room at Charlie who was staring me down with taut lips and flaring nostrils. He had been the one most uncomfortable with mine and Cassius’s relationship in the beginning. Now, however, he saw me as his own brother. He could care less what me and Cassius did behind closed doors. He no longer felt uncomfortable with our public displays of affection. He learned to accept us and even embrace what we had. 
 
    Why couldn’t my father be as open-minded? What in the hell was wrong with him that he thought it was okay to do what he did? He helped raise Cassius! Technically, this was his son, and yet…he had no qualms trying to end his life, all because he had the audacity to love me unconditionally.  
 
    What was wrong with some people? Why did two men being in love create such hostile reactions? It made no sense. In 2015, why did that still trigger such violent tendencies in some people? Shouldn’t he have, instead, been thrilled that I was in love, and that person felt the same? That I was with someone I could build a future with, someone I never had to second guess or worry about hurting or cheating on me? Why was that not the priority? Why was he focused on what was between his legs? 
 
    Charlie’s focus shifted over my shoulder and his eyelids rounded. Curious, I peeked behind and bristled as two police officers entered the room. Gulping the anxiety from my throat, I turned to fully face them, refolding my arms.  
 
    “Hello, sir. My name is Officer Burton, this is Officer Wright. We are looking for a Mrs. Betty Matcher.” 
 
    “She’s not here at the moment. What can I help you with?” 
 
    They came closer, the shorter one tucking his thumbs behind his belt. “Uh, I’m sorry, sir, but I need to speak with Cassius Straith’s mother.” 
 
    “Why? Talk to me.” 
 
    His eyelids narrowing, he looked at me, Charlie, Cassius, and then back to me. “I’m afraid, since this is an ongoing investigation, I can only speak with next of kin.” 
 
    Charlie stood and came to my side, his elbow rubbing against mine. “This is Cassius’s husband. You don’t get more next than that.” 
 
    Burton’s eyelids rounded and Wright cleared his throat, turning his profile to stare out the window. 
 
    “Oh, uhm…” Visibly uncomfortable, neither would make eye contact any longer. “We, uh, ahem. We’re not aware…he, uh—” 
 
    “See, no one told us,” Wright interjected with awkward hand gestures. “That Mr. Straith was a…” 
 
    “Well, you know—” 
 
    “A homosexual.” 
 
    My stomach sank while my teeth gritted. Before I could speak, Charlie was chiming in. 
 
    “What the actual fuck does that even have to do with anything? Now that you know he’s gay, suddenly it isn’t important to find the man who tried to kill him? What is this? Good riddance from the good old boys of the south? Do your fucking job, pig, and don’t worry about who he sleeps with.” 
 
    Both cops immediately grew defensive and angry, their expressions hardening with rage. “You need to calm down, sir. I don’t appreciate your tone or your accusations.” 
 
    “And I don’t appreciate your bigotry. Now talk to the victim’s husband. And he is a victim, you know. His house was broken into, and he was stabbed in his own bedroom. Because he’s married to a man, and not a woman, that lessens the severity of the crime?” 
 
    “No, sir,” Burton barked through taut lips. “That is not what we were implying, at all.” 
 
    Mocking them, bobbing his head side to side and flapping his wrists, he spoke in a shrilly tone. “Then what the fuck was the whole, ‘Oh, we didn’t know he was a homosexual’ bullshit about? What do you want? Have you found Robert Matcher, or what?” 
 
    “No,” Wright snapped.  
 
    “Then what did you need to speak to my mother about?”  
 
    Burton’s chin jutted at Charlie, his lids thinned with suspicion. “Are you a homosexual, as well?” 
 
    Draping his elbow on my shoulder, he propped his hand on his hip and lifted a brow. “Why? You interested in a date?” 
 
    Under other circumstances, I would have burst out laughing at the man’s horrified expression. At the moment, I craned my neck to look over at my beautiful husband, my heart breaking even more.  
 
    “You think that’s funny, sir? This kind of behavior is uncalled for—” 
 
    “And so was yours.” 
 
    Sighing, I stepped away, rounded the bed, and sat in the chair. Scooting as close as I could, I picked up his hand, holding it between both mine best I could with the braces. I brought it to my mouth, pressing my lips to his knuckles while visually tracing every inch of his face.  
 
    “Please wake up, Cass,” I begged, tenderly brushing the locks off his brow. Curling our joined hands to his chest, I laid down, my face nuzzling the crook of his neck. 
 
    Wright stepped forward, his tone gentler, cutting off Charlie and Burton arguing. “Sir, I just want you to know we are doing everything we can to find Mr. Matcher. He’s not going to get away with what he did to your…ahem…husband.” 
 
    No animosity or disgust in his tone, I peered up at him through my lashes. Actually seeing a trace of sympathy, I exhaled loudly, clinging to Cassius. Scattering kisses all over his ear, cheek, and jaw, I chanted repeatedly, “Wake up, Cass. I need you to come back to me. I love you.” 
 
    The back of Wright’s hand smacked to Burton’s chest. “Come on, let’s leave them alone for now. Sir, we’ll come back in a couple hours.” 
 
    Burton sneered, his focus darting back and forth between us as he backed out of the room. Pivoting on his heel, he and Wright disappeared, leaving us alone once more.  
 
    “Self-righteous son of a bitch. What a dick.” 
 
    A breath pushed through my nostrils, honored that Charlie had stood up for us so adamantly.  
 
    Heaving another sigh, I turned my head, so my cheek was on his collarbone, my thumb brushing over his rings. Low enough to not be heard by Charlie, I said, “You leave, I’m going with you. I promise you that. So, if you want me to live, you gotta wake up.” 
 
    His fingers twitched and my heart paused. Holding my breath, I slowly sat up, afraid to even blink.  
 
    “Charlie,” I wheezed, worried any loud movements might disrupt my hope. 
 
    “Hm?” He spun around to face me. “What?” 
 
    “Did you see that?” 
 
    “See what?” 
 
    “Shh!” 
 
    Holding my breath with anticipation, adrenaline was thumping at my ears. Nearly thirty seconds passed, and my lungs began to burn. Finally exhaling, defeat slumping my shoulders, I clucked my teeth with disappointment. 
 
    “Nothing. Never mi—” 
 
    A second time, his hand lurched. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” he whispered, creeping closer.  
 
    He saw it, too? 
 
    My eyelids rounded, my system once again stilled with bated breath. A third time, he twitched, his fingers actually squeezing mine briefly. 
 
    “Get a nurse,” I barked, trembling head to toe. 
 
    He shot out into the hallway, shouting for someone. 
 
    Slightly rising from the chair, I caressed the side of his face, hope racing my heart too quickly. 
 
    “Come on, babe, come back to me. Open your eyes. Come on.” 
 
    His features scrunched, his skin beginning to shimmer with sweat.  
 
    “That’s it, Cassius. Show me what a bad ass you are. Come back.” 
 
    His Adam’s apple lurched, his tongue snaking out to lick his dry lips. In a hushed, gravelly tone, there was a tiny, faint, “Beau?” and elation erupted in my chest. 
 
    A sob broke free, my head nodding emphatically. “Yes, yes, that’s it, babe. I’m right here. Oh my god, Cass, that’s good. I’m right here, babe, right by your side, just like I always promised.” 
 
    He made a few painful sounds, his muscles jerking. Hissing through his teeth, his lips curled, his free hand moving to his stomach while his fingers clutched mine. “Ow. What’s…ow, what’s wrong? Beau?” 
 
    Laughing through the tears steadily pouring down my face, I dropped back to the seat, showering his face with kisses. “I’m here, babe. I’ll always be right here.” 
 
    His eyes moving around beneath his lids, they fluttered and lifted to reveal his bloodshot irises. “Baby boy?” 
 
    Another sob burst forth, my soul rejoicing. “Yeah, yeah, I’m your baby boy. Forever, Cass.” 
 
    Shaking, he reached across his torso to touch my cheek, wiping away the tears. “My sweet, baby boy.” 
 
    My insides quaking, I sniffed back my emotions, my mouth pressed to his knuckles. “Hey, Cass. Thank you, thank you so much for coming back.” 
 
    His nostrils flaring, he rasped, “I couldn’t leave my baby boy. Who would take care of you?” 
 
    I snorted, lowering my forehead to his knuckles. Laying his hand on the mattress, I scooted closer, carefully draping my arm over his stomach. “I love you so much.” 
 
    He craned his neck to kiss my scalp. “I love you, too. I’m not going anywhere without you.” 
 
    Closing my eyelids, I released the heaviest sigh of relief, the pressure that had been building in my bones the last twenty-four hours oozing away. He was okay, he was going to live. Cassius wasn’t leaving me just yet. We were going to be just fine. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 47 
 
      
 
    Cassius Straith  
 
    Brushing my fingertips over Beau’s knuckles, I paused to stare at the braces on his thumb and index. Sadness sinking my stomach, I closed my eyes, lifted, and placed a lingering kiss to the back of his hand.  
 
    “I’m so sorry, baby boy.” 
 
    His brows furrowing, he set the television remote on the bed beside my legs and twisted his waist to tuck a finger under my chin. “For what?” 
 
    Gulping my emotions from my throat, I pulled a jagged breath, trying to make sure my voice didn’t shake. “You…you had to…if I hadn’t tied you up…you wouldn’t have had to…” 
 
    “Hey, look at me.” 
 
    Reluctantly, I closed my lids and shifted my eyes to gaze at him when I lifted them.  
 
    “There is no way in hell you had any reason to believe that was going to happen that night.” He snorted bitterly, slouching a bit in the chair to prop his ankle on his knee. A muscle in his jaw twitching, he shook his head, fury sparking his green gaze. “This whole time, we were worried about Mom, putting in that state of the art security system with cameras, and…” 
 
    His chin dipped and he pinched the bridge of his nose, his foot shaking.  
 
    Curling my arm around his thick bicep, I sighed, hugging him closer, my cheek on his shoulder. No matter how bad the bullying or abuse had gotten over the years, I never would have even entertained the notion that my stepfather would try to stab me to death. It still didn’t seem real, like this was all a long, unending nightmare.  
 
    Sneakers shuffled on the floor, pulling my attention to the doorway. Smiling at our mother, some of the depression waned. 
 
    “My babies,” she squeaked, clapping her palms together in front of her mouth. “You two look so good.” 
 
    He chuckled, sliding his arm behind my shoulders to tug me closer. His lips on my temple, he whispered, “Love you.” 
 
    My pulse skipped. As long as I had her and him, everything would be okay.  
 
    “It’s all been taken care of,” she sang, scurrying to the chair by the windows. 
 
    Curious, I rolled my head on his pec and peered at her. “What’s been taken care of?” 
 
    Beau tensed and coughed, thumbing his nose. 
 
    Suspicious, I sat up, looking back and forth between them. “What…is going on? What is she talking about?” 
 
    Avoiding my gaze, he grew uncomfortable, his arm pulling away. “So, promise not to be mad.” 
 
    “Beau, what?” 
 
    Closing his eyelids and lifting his chin defiantly, he folded his arms and shook his head. “Nope. Not saying a word until you promise.” 
 
    “Wait, so you didn’t run this by him first?” 
 
    Stiffening, I was growing nervous. “What the hell is going on?” 
 
    He took a sharp inhale through his nose, his good fingers tapping at his side. “Waiting for that promise.” 
 
    Through clenched teeth, I grumbled, “I promise not to be mad.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you—” 
 
    “Beau!” 
 
    He huffed, turning his face away so I could only see his ear and jawline.  
 
    “Cass,” she offered gently, leaning her elbows on her knees. “This is just temporary, and it’s for your safety.” 
 
    “What is temporary?” 
 
    “I uh, ahem…I had Charlie and Billy…” He cleared his throat, stomping his foot to the floor to tug at his jeans. “I had them move our bed, and some of our things back into Mom’s. We’re moving back in with her until my dad is caught.” 
 
    Stunned, my hands splayed out. “What?” 
 
    Spinning to point, his gaze stern, he hissed, “Now you listen to me, Cassius. You made an executive decision a few months ago where I was concerned to save my life. Right? Remember having me committed?” 
 
    I cursed and covered my face, my skin crawling. Still didn’t regret it, though. He was alive and in the best mental health since he’d come home. 
 
    “It’s my turn.” He jabbed at his chest, breathing heavier. “I made a choice to keep you safe. To keep us safe because if something happens to you.” His hands sliced through the air, his lips pursed. “Nothing in this world will save me.” 
 
    I cringed, knowing he absolutely meant that. My palms slapping to my lap, my head tipped to gaze at him. 
 
    “It’s the right thing to do, Cass,” Mom urged. “I got that fancy security system and…well.” She flushed, her chin quivering. Sitting up, her fingers covered her mouth. “I’ve been to the house and…and I just don’t think you need to be there. Not until we can get that carpet replaced.” 
 
    Grimacing again, my shoulders curled to my ears. Defeated, I sighed and shrugged. “Yeah, okay. I get it. I won’t argue.” 
 
    He snorted with a lifted brow. “Even if you did, this is where I put my foot down. You may be in control most of the time, but not now. You are my husband, and I will do whatever it takes to protect you.” 
 
    Everything tingled, my stomach whirling. “God, I love it when you say that. Who am I?” 
 
    His expression softened and he flashed a half smile. Cupping my cheek, he bent forward, pressing our foreheads together. Maintaining eye contact, he whispered, “You are my husband.” 
 
    “No, no.” 
 
    We glimpsed her way, not putting any distance between us.  
 
    “I recognize those looks from Vegas. You two will behave yourselves. I’m still your momma.” 
 
    Chuckling, he dropped a quick kiss to the tip of my nose and sat up, twining our fingers. I scooted further down the mattress, readjusting the pillow. My eyelids closing, I emitted another sigh and slowly drifted to sleep. 
 
    To visions of blood, knives, and death. Death for me and my sweet, baby boy. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 48 
 
      
 
    Beau Straith  
 
    Though we’d only been in our own home for a short amount of time, it felt strange being back here. My hands on my sides, I peered around Cassius’s old room, bittersweet memories filling my thoughts. Looking at the spot where it all began, cumming in his hand for the first time, just to break down and sob like a baby in his arms, my heart fluttered. It was like an entirely different lifetime, despite only eight months passing.  
 
    Everything was different. We were madly in love, married, and I couldn’t recall the last time I felt this good about myself or my future. Even when I was with Grant, things were strained for so many reasons. Neither of us had ever been in a gay relationship and none of our family or friends would have approved. Being Marines, we had to hide our feelings at all times. He hated my jealousy, and it caused constant strife between us.  
 
    With Cassius, there was so much freedom. No hiding, no judging my irrational outbursts, no stress.  
 
    It wasn’t Grant’s fault I was in a bad mental space when we were together, so this wasn’t about comparing the two men against one another. There was no way we could have been open about our relationship. It was what it was. Even though he had been the first person I ever truly loved, the strain of the secrecy, stress, and constant fighting had stripped me of my confidence and pushed me into a depression I now knew had been going on way before his death.  
 
    Crossing my arms, I went to the window at the foot of the bed and stared out at the backyard. I liked to think had he lived, once we both got out of the Marines, we could have had the kind of life I now had with Cassius. It was all about meeting the right person at the wrong time.  
 
    Craning my neck to gaze at my husband sleeping in our bed, my insides whirled with exhilaration. Then again, maybe my therapist was right, and Grant was the right person at the right time to mold me into the person I was today. Maybe he was always meant to be a temporary spot.  
 
    Raking my sight along his lean yet feminine frame, my brows lifted with a sense of longing. I was always waiting for my master. Had Grant not died, and we’d come home, the second I laid eyes on Cassius, these last few months would have played out the same. I was meant to be his. No doubt in my mind. Regardless of his fate in the war, we wouldn’t be together today. He was my first love, yes, but not my true love.  
 
    Crawling onto the foot of the mattress, I inched my way up, scattering kisses along the way. He moaned in his sleep, shifting his weight, his cock twitching. Right as I was about to take it into my mouth and give my master a proper wakening, my attention landed on the bandages across his abdomen, and all excitement vanished. 
 
    Anguish ripping my soul in half, my eyelids clenched to not see how close I came to losing him.  
 
    “Hey,” he rasped, his fingers tangling my hair. Gently tugging, I gazed up his torso. “It’s okay, baby boy. I’m not going anywhere.” 
 
    Moving the last few inches, I curled against his slender frame, my leg over his, my arm across his chest. Squeezing tightly but still carefully, a shudder racked my bones. 
 
    “Hey, listen to me.” He struggled against my hold and lifted my chin to force eye contact. “It’s done, Beau. It’s over. I’m still here. You think I’m going to let that bastard take me away from you? Not a chance in hell. I am okay, okay?” 
 
    Gulping my fears out my throat, I gave a stiff nod, searching his light brown irises. “God, I love you. So damn much.” 
 
    He broke out in a smile and pulled my face to the crook of his neck. “That’s good, because you’re stuck with me the rest of our lives.” 
 
    His words did little to comfort me, for I knew better. He could tell me all he wanted, everything was okay, but it wasn’t. As long as my father was out there, Cassius was not safe. Our mother wasn’t, either, for that matter. He had gone off the deep end. 
 
    And I had to stop him. To assure their safety, I would make the ultimate sacrifice, which meant my time with my beautiful husband was winding down. I would cherish every minute I had left with him and our mother. 
 
    My hand slightly trembling, I picked up my phone and texted my father.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 49 
 
      
 
    Beau Straith 
 
    My heart in turmoil, my insides were shaking as I stared at Mom and Cassius curled on the sofa together. A large bowl of popcorn in her lap, they were laughing as he flipped through the channels to find something for us to watch.  
 
    My entire world existed in those two people, and after tonight, it would be a very long time before I saw either of them like this again. My soul begged me to go over and hug and kiss them both, but how could I do that without being suspicious?  
 
    Besides, it would simply torture me more in the long run. 
 
    Forcing a shaking smile, I went to the door and plucked my keys from the hook. Slowly turning around to face them, my throat constricted, sorrow gripping every fiber of my being. 
 
    “Where you going?” he asked, his brows furrowed.  
 
    “I’m just going to run to the gas station at the corner real quick.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “Um, I…I’m craving some chocolate.” 
 
    His eyes lit up, his smile broadening. “Oh, that sounds good. Get me some, too.” 
 
    Stiffly nodding, I gazed at her. “You want any?” 
 
    Her lips pursed, she shook her head. “No, I’m good. Thank you. Hurry up, though. I’m ready to watch something scary.” 
 
    Gripping the doorknob until my knuckles ached, I lingered to gaze at them a few seconds longer. Time was running out, I had to go. My mouth opening to tell them both how much I loved them, I huffed and clamped it shut, knowing that would only draw their attention and send off warning signals. 
 
    I opened the door, stepped out, and quietly closed it for what I knew would be the last time. Bounding down the porch steps, I jogged to the truck, got behind the wheel, and started the engine. For a moment, I stared at the house, running through a million memories over the years.  
 
    Closing my eyes, I muttered, “Please forgive me, Cass,” and then shifted to reverse. I eased out the driveway, turned the wheel, and drove away. A few houses down, I slowed the vehicle and pulled into the drive of the house I bought for my husband. I got out, and quickly went inside.  
 
    The bang of the door closing had me wincing, for I could almost hear the gavel banging in the future. Ladened with grief, my hands in my pockets, I stared up at the painting over the mantel, memorizing every inch.  
 
    Cursing, I pinched the bridge of my nose and turned away, unable to look at the reminder of how good my life once was.  
 
    “What took you so long?” 
 
    My stomach sank and then curdled, hatred oozing through my veins. Thankfully, no lights were on in the house, otherwise, he would have seen my detestable sneer as I lifted my head to gaze at my father. 
 
    His head poked around the corner of the kitchen’s opening to peek through the windows in the dining room. “You alone?” 
 
    “Of course, I’m alone. Why the hell else would I ask you to meet me here?” 
 
    His brows furrowed, he crept closer. A full beard on his jaw, what little hair he’d had had been shaved away. My guess, this was his attempt at changing his appearance. It was surprising how those two little things completely changed the way he looked. Even I would have had to do a doubletake had I bumped into him on the streets.  
 
    “Where have you been?” 
 
    He bristled, his shoulders squaring off. “Why the hell you wanna know that?” 
 
    Clucking my teeth, I fanned my hands out, letting them slap to my sides. “Because of what I told you in my text.” 
 
    He dared to get closer, now standing in the arch of the living room. “You meant that?” 
 
    “I’m here, aren’t I?” 
 
    Folding his arms, he shifted to one leg. “So, how did the twink convince you to sleep with him?” 
 
    My insides lurched and scrunched painfully. Somehow, I had to put on the performance of a lifetime and sound disgusted when I spoke. “Man, you saw me when I first got back. I was practically swimming in booze. And look at him,” I snorted, waving at the painting. “Through beer goggles, that body looked like a woman.” 
 
    A bitter chuckle pushed through his nose as he emerged further from the dining room. “And the proposing? What about that, Beau?” 
 
    Groaning, I turned around and plopped to the coffee table, my elbows on my knees. Rubbing at my face with my good hand, I grumbled, “Dad, I can’t explain it to you. I just…I had so much shit going on in my head from Afghanistan and…I dunno.” My palms clapping together, they dangled in the air, my head tipped to stare at the painting. “All I can say is I was brainwashed.” 
 
    “And you saying you ain’t no more?” 
 
    My lips pursed as I slowly shook my head. “Nope. Ready to get the fuck out of this goddamn place and start over somewhere new where no one knows what happened here.” 
 
    He chuckled and patted my shoulder with a firm squeeze. “That’s my boy. And you got enough money to make that happen, because I can’t touch the bank account without being caught.” 
 
    Nodding, I fidgeted with the splint on my thumb, willing myself not to grimace at his touch. “It’s not much, but it’ll get us outta Alabama. Where’d you wanna go?” 
 
    “I dunno. What did you have in mind?” 
 
    I stood to pace, my pulse quickening. The seconds ticking away in my ears, I was going on pure adrenaline as I casually made my way behind him. When he wasn’t looking, I lunged forward, grabbed the sides of his head, and yanked with all my strength. The force had my thumb snapping again, but there was too much going on in my mind to acknowledge the pain.  
 
    Everything happened so damn quickly, he never even had a chance to make a sound. It wasn’t like the movies, where there was a tense buildup for suspense. In less than three seconds, the popping of his neck echoed in the silence, and a ghastly sigh poured from his parted lips. My system never even had time to panic.  
 
    Releasing him, he slumped to the floor with a sickening thud. Still, there was nothing but calmness in my soul. No sadness, no fear, no doubts.  
 
    “The only place you’re going to is hell, you son of a bitch.” 
 
    The front door burst open, and Mom and Cassius stumbled inside. Their eyes bulging, they were panting, and he was holding his side.  
 
    “What did you do?” she squealed, her palms over her mouth. Running forward, she squatted, tucking her fingers under his chin. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing here?” I wheezed, the chaos finally setting in. 
 
    “You were acting weird and when you left, you…the gas station is in the opposite direction, so we…” His sight fixated on the body, he crept closer, his chest wheezing with labored breaths. “What did you do?” 
 
    Sadness engulfing me, I tucked his hair behind his ear and whispered, “Made sure you and Mom were never hurt again.” 
 
    For a moment, he stared into my eyes, not saying a word. Suddenly, he started screaming, running around the house, destroying everything he could touch. Breaking the pictures on the wall, knocking things off the shelves, he was on a rampage. 
 
    Mom gasped and bolted to her feet, scampering over to clutch my arm. “What in tarnation…” 
 
    Cassius grunted, holding his stomach as he ran for the kitchen. Glass shattering, things knocked around, he came charging back into the living room, foaming at the mouth. Before either of us could react, he was snarling, slicing his arm through the air.  
 
    A sharp pain ripped across my chest, and I hissed through my teeth. Stumbling backward, I looked down at the blood staining my shirt, then at the knife dangling at his side. 
 
    “What the fuck?” I cried with dismay. 
 
    Dropping it, he growled and flung his arm, punching me in the eye with more strength than I ever gave him credit for. My head snapped back, bright lights blinding my vision. 
 
    “Cassius! What in the hell…” 
 
    He whimpered and flung himself against me, scattering kisses all over my face. “I love you, I love you so much. Are you okay?” Stepping away, he lifted my shirt, kissing all over the shallow wound. 
 
    I dropped to the couch, panting, confused out of my fucking mind at the moment.  
 
    “Mom, call the police. Tell them Robert attacked my husband and he had to kill him in self-defense.” 
 
    I froze and Mom choked on a gasp. Bit by bit, the truth sank in, and a mischief smile spread across my lips.  
 
    “You son of a bitch,” I chuckled, pressing my palm over the superficial wound.  
 
    Even in the darkness, I could see how frantic his eyes were. “How did you get him here?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “How?” he barked, his fists shaking at his sides. “Did you call him, text? How did Robert know to come here?” 
 
    “I…I texted.” 
 
    Snapping his fingers, he whirled his hand in the air. “Get your phone,” he grumbled, dropping to squat beside my father. Digging in his pockets, he found my dad’s and tapped away. “Erase it, now.” 
 
    My pulse finally thumping erratically, my hip jutted to pull it out, doing as I was told.  
 
    Cassius wiped the phone down, but then picked up my dad’s hand, forcing his fingers all over it. Putting it back where he found it, he carefully lowered to his knees, picked up the knife, and put it in my father’s hand, transferring his fingertips. As soon as he was done, he crawled forward. Between my legs, he laid on my torso, petting one cheek while kissing the other.  
 
    “I’m so sorry. Are you okay? Are you hurt?” 
 
    “Of course, I’m hurt. Goddamn, Cass, you can fucking punch.” 
 
    Mom pulled her cellphone out her pocket and ran to the kitchen to call authorities. Sitting up to gaze at me in the darkness, he pouted, my blood smeared on his face.  
 
    “I’m so sorry. I had to…There wasn’t enough time to discuss it, so I-I just went for it.” 
 
    Fisting the hair at his nape, I tugged him closer, our noses touching. “No regrets. I would do this a million times over if it meant you and Mom were safe.” 
 
    Tears shimmering, he was tenderly petting the skin above the cut. “I love you, baby boy.” 
 
    “I love you, too.” 
 
    He stood and went to the mantel, grimacing in pain as he lifted the painting from its hook.  
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “No way in hell I was destroying this, so I have to put it in the closet. When they start investigating, it might look suspicious it’s untouched. This would be the first thing Robert tried to destroy.” 
 
    “Goddamn, Cass, your brain is scary.” 
 
    He chuckled, resting the frame on top of his foot. “Yeah, well, I’ve had over a decade of fantasizing all kinds of outrageous scenarios with an outcome similar to this.” 
 
    My heart sank, as did my smile. I would never understand how I had not only turned a blind eye to my father’s abuse where Cassius was concerned, but joined, as well. Growing up, I never saw the damage. It took Grant changing all my views on life, helping me rebuild a new man, and coming home broken, to see how broken he was, as well.  
 
    Dragging the heavy piece through the house, Mom slowly walked out of the kitchen to sit beside me on the sofa. Linking her arm under mine, she twined our fingers as we both stared at my dad.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Mom. Please don’t be mad. You and me both know he would have tried again if the cops didn’t find him.” 
 
    She shook her head and sniffled, covering her mouth. “I love you, Beau.” Tipping her head to stare at my profile, she added, “You are my son, you always have been. Genetics aside, you’re my baby boy, and I will stand by your side no matter what.” 
 
    Cassius returned to sit on my other side, linking his fingers with mine, careful of the splints. For nearly ten minutes, the three of us sat there, staring at the body in silence until the dark house lit up with emergency lights.  
 
    The shock wearing off, the fear began to bubble to the surface. As much as I had no regrets for my choice tonight, the notion of being taken away from my husband had me terrified.  
 
    As the cops barged inside with weapons drawn, I turned to him, slid my palm across his cheek, and mouthed, I will always love you. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 50 
 
      
 
    Cassius Straith  
 
    His fists were shaking on his knees. Unblinking, he stared at the coffee table while Mom paced back and forth in front of the fireplace. She was sniveling, wringing a handkerchief, her complexion white. I stared at Officer Wright who was standing in the same spot Robert had the night Beau came home. The memory of him striking my mom off her feet a few days later, was on repeat in my brain.  
 
    My palm slid down Beau’s thigh to cover his hand. He stilled, tipped his head to look at me, and frowned. Lifting his arm, he pulled me to his side, his lips pressing to my temple. 
 
    “I love you,” I muttered.  
 
    He made no reaction. Since that fateful night a week ago, he’d been stuck in a state of shock. Right around the time the police ushered us out of our home, back to Mom’s so they could begin their investigation, he’d slipped into this haze and nothing anyone did brought him out. Even when the paramedics cleaned the shallow cut, and spread the gauze over it, he simply stared straight ahead without moving.  
 
    Since the two houses were so close, we were able to see the morgue load Robert’s body into their van and take it away. Again, no reaction from Beau. 
 
    It somewhat unnerved me a bit, my mind having flashbacks to his breakdown when we were caught by our mother. Was he acting like everything was okay outwardly, but inwardly, a timebomb waiting to go off? Would a tiny misunderstanding send him over the edge? Did I have to worry about history repeating itself? 
 
    Robert was a bastard. He was a small minded, shallow, egotistical, racist, bigot. But he was still Beau’s father. Regardless of the vile things the man had done in his life, shouldn’t he have some sort of reaction to his death? Especially since he was the one who caused it.  
 
    No tears, no sadness, no rage, there had been nothing. He wouldn’t even talk about it unless he had to with the authorities. Mom and I were not allowed to discuss him, at all.  
 
    Wright’s thumbs hooked into his belt, he cleared his throat and stepped further into the living room. “How are things? Everyone healing up real good?” 
 
    I nodded, my thumb brushing the edge of one of the splints. “Yes, sir, thank you.” 
 
    His head bobbed a bit, his sight skimming the room. “Good to hear. It was a close call with you, Mr. Straith. Good to see you doing so well.” 
 
    Beau snorted cynically, his eyelids narrowing. “Really? And what does your partner have to say? He as relieved as you are?” 
 
    Confused, I squinted at his profile. What did I miss? Why was he so pissed at the cop? And who was he talking about? 
 
    Wright coughed and thumbed his nose, shifting his weight. “Uh, Officer Burton was…he, um…I asked to be reassigned, sir. We are no longer partners.” 
 
    Beau tensed, his brows lifting. “And why’s that?” 
 
    Scrunching his features, he rubbed at his face, huffing under his breath. “I’m pretty sure you know why, Mr. Straith.” 
 
    “Hm. Interesting.” 
 
    Clueless, I chose not to worry about that for the time being. There were more important things to worry about. 
 
    “So, if you don’t mind me being a little rude, why are you here, Mr. Wright?” 
 
    He glimpsed over at Mom. “Ma’am, Mr. Matcher’s body is being released. If you go down to the morgue tomorrow to sign some paperwork, you can begin funeral arrangements—” 
 
    “Don’t!” Beau shouted out of nowhere.  
 
    Startled, everyone fell quiet, staring at him in surprise. He was glaring at her, his nostrils flared, complexion red.  
 
    “You dare.” Directing his focus to the cop, he hissed, “We don’t want him. Do whatever you want with him. Hell, donate the bastard to science, for all I care.” 
 
    He continued to move from foot to foot, growing more uncomfortable by the minute. “I’m afraid your mother would still have to go down and fill out forms.” 
 
    “And…my husband?” 
 
    His head tilted to gaze at us through his lashes, his focus bouncing back and forth between me and Beau. His features softening, one side of his mouth lifted. “Nothing, sir. Your husband reacted in self-defense. Case closed.” 
 
    Mom swayed as if she’d faint, leaning into the mantel to start crying all over. Everything inside plummeted and then shot upward to my throat, a breath hitching as my jaw fell in astonishment.  
 
    “Are you serious?” I whispered, my nails digging into his thigh. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Beau’s Adam’s apple lurched, and he shook slightly. “Aren’t the homicide detectives supposed to be the ones who inform us of this? Why are you here?” 
 
    Stunned he was being so combative when we were literally just thrown a life preserver, I sat up straight to gawk. What was his problem? He should be over the moon ecstatic. He wasn’t going to jail! 
 
    Wright lifted his chin to peer down his nose, his lips taut. “Because I requested to be the one, sir.” 
 
    Beau shrugged me off and stood, his arms folded. “And why?” 
 
    Rising to my feet, I couldn’t close my mouth, for I was panting too hard. What the hell was going on? 
 
    Wright cleared his throat, looked directly into his eyes, and said, “Because I wanted to make sure you two were okay.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Beau.” 
 
    He pulled a sharp inhale, briefly looked away, but brought his attention right back. “Because I was wrong.” 
 
    Finally, Beau smiled. I had no idea what was going on, what they were talking about, but that answer seemed to be what he was waiting to hear. Extending his arm, Wright shook it and grinned, in return. 
 
    “Thank you, Officer Wright. I appreciate that.” 
 
    He nodded once and heaved a sigh, tucking his thumb back to his belt. “Well, I’m going to hit the road. Ma’am,” he said with a head motion. “You all have a good evening.” 
 
    Mom walked him to the door, let him out, and closed it. For a moment, none of us moved or made a sound. She slowly turned around to face us, tears in her eyes. Squealing, she broke the haze, ran over, and flung her arms around his neck. 
 
    “It’s over. It’s all over. My babies are safe.” 
 
    Love swelling my heart, my arms wrapped around them both, my cheek on her bicep to stare into his green eyes. He grinned, his irises glinting.  
 
    “I love you.” 
 
    A blush rose to his cheeks. Struggling against her hold, he hooked his arm behind me to pull me nearer, his lips between my eyes. “I love you,” he breathed, dropping his forehead to the spot.  
 
    Robert was gone. No more bullying or abuse, no more worrying if or when he’d be caught. No more sleepless nights thinking tomorrow, my husband would be arrested for his murder. Our future was given back to us, and now we both had freedom.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 51 
 
      
 
    Cassius Straith  
 
    “Happy anniversary.” 
 
    Beaming ear to ear, I continued to scatter kisses all over my sweet, baby boy’s face. My pulse racing, I pushed my weight into his shoulders and lifted, slowly rocking in and out again. I gazed into his eyes, overwhelmed with how much I loved this man.  
 
    “Happy anniversary.” 
 
    His expression slowly began to fall, his head rolling on the pillow to stare across the room. I stilled, holding his chin to make him look at me.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “You think they’re serious?” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Mom and Dwight.” 
 
    I scoffed and rose to my haunches, rubbing up and down his inner thighs. “Baby boy, it is our first wedding anniversary. I got all these beautiful candles all over the room, nice, romantic music, my cock is in your ass, and I just came. And you’re thinking about Mom and Dwight?” 
 
    He folded an arm beneath his head, his eyelids thinning. “I dunno if I trust him.” 
 
    “Beau!” I laughed, shrugging my arms out. “Can we focus, please?” Pointing to my crotch, I reiterated, “I just came.” 
 
    He clucked his teeth and rolled his eyes. “Cass, please. You haven’t had a problem cumming in ten months.” 
 
    “So, because it’s not an issue anymore, it’s no big deal?” 
 
    His focus returning to mine, his brows arched, his other palm reaching to touch my cheek. “It’s still so fucking amazing, sir. I love you.” 
 
    “Then let’s focus here. This is our night, our special day.” 
 
    “But…Cass…it’s been so long since she’s dated, I’m—” 
 
    Bending over, my fingers covered his mouth. “Stop, listen to me. She is fine. She’s not rushing anything. She’s just having fun. For the first time in years, she’s enjoying herself. Let her be, Beau.” 
 
    Something shifted in his expression, his touch traveling up my sides. “You know what I want to think about?” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Tomorrow.” 
 
    Excitement skipped my heart, my cock twitching in his tight ass. “I can’t fucking wait.” 
 
    “A real wedding. Here, in our hometown with our friends to see.” 
 
    Snorting, I muttered, “I never thought I’d live to see the day Alabama legalized gay marriage.” 
 
    “And now we can forget all about that tacky wedding ceremony in Vegas.” 
 
    Pouting, my head tipped. “I don’t want to forget about that. I loved that night. It was perfect.” 
 
    “You’re perfect. You’re so beautiful.” 
 
    Dizzy with love and desire, I started moving again, my tongue flicking to his lips. “I love you.” 
 
    He moaned, grinding further into my hips. “Mm, I love you, too.” 
 
    Laying down on his torso, my arms linking beneath his neck, we stared into one another’s eyes, kissing, while I slowly made love to my husband. With Robert gone and Beau nearing a year of full sobriety, life was pretty smooth and calm. I no longer had to look over my shoulder, afraid of my abusive stepfather, and it had been over six months since Beau had nightmares. His therapy sessions had been knocked down to once a month in the office, and once a month on the phone. It had been a long time since he’d shown any signs of PTSD. No more cowering at certain sounds or having flashbacks. He was at peace mentally and spiritually.  
 
    My baby boy was healed. He was happy, healthy, strong, and the most amazing human being I’d ever met. The fact he was sexy as hell and all mine only added to the euphoria.  
 
    His legs wrapping around my waist, he bucked, his brows lifting. Breaking the kiss, his hot breaths on my face, he rasped, “I’m there. Unh, I’m fucking cumming.” 
 
    His muscles tightening and yanking, I sped up, losing myself in his facial expressions. Our flesh clapping louder and louder, the headboard tapping the wall, my stomach coiled as my own release built pressure.  
 
    “Sir!” 
 
    “Cum, baby boy,” I grunted, thrusting faster and faster.  “Cum with me, Beau.” 
 
    His teeth gritting, he pushed the back of his head into his pillow, the veins in his neck sticking out. Tingles pricking all over, a breath hitched, I tensed, and came the same time he did. Shuddering, I made a few involuntary jerks, and then collapsed, my face nuzzling his ear.  
 
    “So amazing. You’re just so amazing, Beau.” 
 
    He groaned, folding his thick arms around my waist, his lips showering me with tiny kisses. Rolling us to our sides, we gazed at one another without speaking. The candles burned down, the music continued to fill the air as we drifted off to sleep in one another’s embrace.  
 
      
 
    ~The End~ 
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