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        Les’s Bar, Book 2

        Jodi Payne and BA Tortuga

      

      

      
        
        Hide Bound is an opposites attract, D/s romance featuring a shop-owner Dom with MS who is in wheelchair and a young, newbie sub who is also a talented carpenter.

      

        

      
        Peter Marshall has had enough of working for Parks and Rec when he comes across an opening for a real carpentry job and decides to give it a go. Building things is his passion, so even though the shop seems a little out there, and the owner seems pretty grumpy, Peter decides to go for it.

      

        

      
        Brandon McPhail wishes he didn’t have to hire a new carpenter, but his current one is going out on maternity leave. He’s especially wary of this kid who can’t possibly be old enough to spell BDSM, let alone know what the lifestyle means. But Peter impresses Brandon with both his talent and his tenacity, so Brandon hires him on, reminding himself that he’s in a wheelchair due to his MS, he had a terrible experience in his last relationship, and despite how clueless Peter is about the lifestyle, he’s not interested in taking on another sub.

      

        

      
        The chemistry between them is undeniable, though, and it’s not long before they’re exploring what they can learn from each other. Peter is a natural at fulfilling Brandon’s needs, and Brandon thinks he’s teaching Peter everything he’s eager to learn, but when danger threatens, they have to help their friends through it while trying to navigate their new relationship. Can they forge bonds strong enough to bind them together for life?

      

        

      
        Note to readers: Each book in this series is a true standalone, so don't be confused when you discover that Hide Bound takes place before Just Dex in the "timeline". That was deliberate, and you don't need to have read one to read the other.
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        Just Dex

      

        

      
        Hide Bound

      

        

      
        Wholly Trinity

      

        

      
        New Tricks

      

        

      
        Lost Boy

      

      

      
        
        These are all stand-alone novels with some crossover characters.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      As always, to our wives.
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      “What are you looking at, Peter?”

      Shane, Peter Marshall’s tattoo artist, was also a professional piercer, and therefore one of Peter’s favorite people in the whole world.

      “Classifieds.”

      Peter spent so much time in Shane’s shop that it felt like he belonged there. Shane had been working on outlining and coloring Peter’s amazing sleeve and chest piece for a long while, bit by bit as Peter found the money. He’d almost taken off his shirt when he walked in the door this morning; it was a weird automatic thing to just strip it off every time he got there.

      But today he wasn’t getting more ink, he was getting snake bites on the left side of his lower lip. Two small, black horseshoe rings to match his septum ring, only these had little triangular ends that Shane called spikes. He liked that they sounded a little dangerous but weren’t really; they were just a little pokey.

      Shane put dots on his lip with a marking pen and showed him the placement. “Looking for work?”

      “Always.” He handed the mirror back to Shane. “That looks great.”

      “You’re a contractor, right?”

      “Yeah, but I’m really a carpenter by—” Shane startled him by tilting his chair back suddenly so he was reclining a little. “Whoa.”

      Shane grinned evilly at him. “Sorry, man. Did I forget to warn you?”

      Peter laughed. “Gosh, I guess you did.”

      “Okay, no more talking. I’m working.”

      He gave Shane a thumbs up and closed his eyes.

      He really needed a new job. Right now he worked for New York City Parks and Rec as a contractor, and he spent his time fixing things—gates and picnic tables, usually things stupid people broke. The older guys he worked with called it job security, but Peter didn’t feel like he needed to be fixing the toilets in the public restrooms in Central Park to feel secure.

      He was good at the job though; he could fix almost anything. He liked to say he knew just enough about plumbing and electricity to be dangerous, but he hadn’t actually blown anything up or hurt anyone yet. Anyone but himself anyway, and that was fine.

      He did like a few bruises.

      He felt the quick pressure and slight sting as the piercing went through his lip and his mind drifted just a bit. The second one stung more than the first and pushed him even farther away. He snorted when Shane teased him about the little grin he thought he was suppressing.

      “You like that, huh? You’re into pain, I know.”

      “Yeah, some. Sorry.” He was weird. But Shane wasn’t going to tell anyone.

      “No worries. You have to be willing to dish it out a little to do what I do, too. It’s all good.”

      Another reason Shane was one of his favorites.

      “I’m going to sit you up. Open your eyes when you’re ready and have a look.” Shane pressed a hand mirror into his fingers knowing he’d settle in a second and raised the head of the chair.

      After a time, he couldn’t be sure how long, he had a look. “Oh, perfect. I love the spikes.”

      “They’re great. Stylish and a little intimidating. Clean the outside a few times a day, don’t use mouthwash or kiss anyone for a week or so. You’re good to go.”

      He swung his legs off the table and stood up, blinking at the little surge of lightheadedness. Mmm, that was good. He offered Shane a hand. “Thanks, man.”

      “More ink next week? I’m itching to finish the outline across your shoulders.”

      Rent was due Friday so that was iffy. “If I have the cash, I’ll be here.”

      “Even if you don’t. I really want to finish that bit; it’s killing me.” Shane winked at him.

      He agreed and pulled his phone back out, reading the ad he’d been looking at for the fifth time.

      
        
        Midtown boutique seeks full-time carpenter for custom furniture builds.

      

      

      Real work. Custom work.

      
        
        Must have experience.

      

      

      Blah blah blah.

      No sweat.

      The place was called “Hide Bound”, and he figured it was one of those made-to-order places that built stuff to spec. It wasn’t design work, but it was a far cry from replacing yet another flush handle.

      So that was going to be his next stop. Him and his fat lip.

      He sent a little prayer up to the gods of job hunting that the position paid well enough he could say yes if it was offered to him.
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      “Sweetheart, I’ve got three weeks until my due date. You have to hire help.” Samantha stared down at him from her stool. “Have to. You’ve got more work than we can do now.”

      Brandon nodded and sighed. He knew. He knew, but he liked Samantha. She was smart, easy-going, quick, and she followed orders. He didn’t want another carpenter. He didn’t want to hire more help.

      He considered having a temper tantrum, but it was sort of déclassé, really.

      “I’ll train her in. Or him, I guess, if you really must.” Samantha gave him a toothy smile. “Make sure they know where things are, how you work, what a dick you can be.”

      “Don’t make me beat you, woman. I can totally beat you in a race.” He rolled back and forth, like he was revving his engines.

      “Only because I’m running for two right now.” Samantha hauled herself off her stool and waddled in his direction. “I’m exhausted, boss. I’m going home. But I’ll be back tomorrow morning so we can go through the orders on file and make sure you have a schedule.”

      “Take care of yourself, honey. Do you need me to call you a car? I will.” She looked tired, but who wouldn’t at three thousand months pregnant?

      “Careful, you’re being nice.” The tease was real, but her smile was grateful as she bent and kissed his cheek. She used the back of his chair to straighten up with a groan.

      “Don’t tell anyone. I’ll deny it.” He winked up at her before he grabbed his phone and got a car to pick her up. He didn’t have to be nice. He just had to figure out how to get everything done without having to hire a new person.

      “It’ll be our little secret. Get online. Find someone.” She looked at him meaningfully. “You don’t need help, but the shop does.”

      “I will. I will. Go on. Get that huge belly out of here.” Goddammit, he didn’t need this shit. He had a business to run.

      If he wasn’t sick, man, he would deal with this, all by himself.

      Samantha laughed herself right out the front door, but it couldn’t have been a full minute before the door chime sounded again.

      He looked up, assuming she’d forgotten something, but it wasn’t Samantha. The guy who came in stopped short and looked around wide-eyed.

      “Holy shit.”

      Brandon only got a brief look at the kid because he went right back out the door. Blue jeans, white T-shirt, and apparently easily embarrassed.

      Brandon rolled his eyes.

      Prude.

      He looked up as the door chimed and the same guy came back inside and looked around again.

      Brandon waited for a few, letting the guy twist for a bit before he rolled up. “Can I help you?”

      “Oh. Hey.” The kid ran a hand through shaggy, dark hair and poked at a slightly swollen piercing on his lower lip with his tongue. “Yeah. I’m here about the carpentry job.”

      He let one eyebrow arch. “Okay. You have experience?”

      No way this baby had experience.

      “Well…yeah. I… I actually do.” The kid’s pale blue eyes caught the light as he played anxiously with a complicated line of piercings and hardware in his right ear. “I learned from my dad in high school, and I passed my journeyman’s exam a couple of years ago. I’ve been working as a contractor since then for the city, but… I mean, don’t get me wrong the money is good and everything, but… I want to build, you know? Not just fix shit.” The kid blinked. “Stuff. Sorry. Fix stuff.”

      God, this angel baby was cute as fuck, and most likely worthless as shit. “What sort of building do you usually do?”

      Lego? Tinkertoys?

      “Well my dad and I did cabinets and built-ins, kitchen islands and sh—stuff like that. But I—uh, hang on.” He watched the kid pull out a phone and start scrolling. “The last piece I did on commission, it was a while ago because I don’t have, you know, a shop and whatever right now, but…here.”

      He was handed the phone and the kid swayed, shuffling nervously from foot to foot.

      “It’s a rolltop desk. You know, the top… Well. You get it. Everything is by hand except I didn’t forge the hardware. A friend of mine did it actually…the hinges and drawer pulls. Nice work, right? You can scroll…yeah like that. There are other things in that album too.” A solid, Mission style bed frame. A classic, Amish rocking chair. A cherry wood sideboard with maple inlay. A ladies lingerie chest.

      “It’s gorgeous work.” He’d give the kid that, even if he didn’t want to. “How long did the desk take you?”

      “Forever.” He got a grin and a shrug. “Like most of my senior year in high school. It was a pet project. I think if I did it now, maybe a month or six weeks with all the drying and settling and finishing. Maybe a week to get a design I’m happy with that’s still actually, like, possible to build.”

      Custom builds took time, and his clients were rarely in a hurry, so—What was he thinking? Was he considering this little boy? He was what? Twelve? “It’s beautiful work.”

      The kid took his phone back. “Thanks. I… Oh. I’m Peter by the way, Peter Marshall. I just have a question. What kind of furniture do you build? I mean, I thought I had the wrong address at first.” Peter laughed. “It doesn’t…it’s not your average showroom. I had to double-check.”

      Oh, this was going to be fun as fuck. “I make custom furniture and leatherwork for the BDSM community and the fetish community.”

      “Whoa.” Peter looked around the shop again, but this time with more interest. The kid didn’t blush, but he looked a little confused. “That’s totally not what I expected when I read the word ‘boutique’ in your ad. Wild. There’s special kinky furniture?”

      “There is, and I provide quality, function, and beauty. My current woodworker does amazing work.” And he selfishly wanted her to stay. He’d never say so. He loved her, and couldn’t wait to be Uncle Brandon.

      “You think I could see some of it? Do you do all the designing, or would I be able to do some? Why is he leaving?”

      All good questions, if he really felt like hiring someone. Which he didn’t. And this kid probably didn’t even know what a spanking bench was, forget experience building one.

      “She’s having a baby.” He sighed and rolled his eyes. And he didn’t need to train a baby. “I’m going to let her choose her replacement. Can you come meet her tomorrow?”

      She’d just turn the kid down flat. He knew it. Then he wouldn’t have to.

      “She. Sorry. Yeah, I can totally come meet her. Thank you.” Peter bounced on his toes, and Brandon wondered if the kid even knew he’d done it. “Like around when? ‘Cuz I have to work and everything so I need to tell them.”

      “Can you come at eight?” He thought that ought to work. Samantha got in around six. She was an early bird.

      “Eight in the morning? Yeah, totally.” Peter started backing toward the door. “I’ll be here. This place is great. Some amazing leatherwork, seriously.”

      Peter bumped right into the door and made it chime, then pushed it open. “Thanks. See you tomorrow.”

      The kid disappeared through the door, taking all that energy with him, and the shop felt strangely quiet once the door closed again.

      Huh.

      He didn’t need to complicate shit. His life was complicated enough, all around.
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      Thank God for Etsy.

      The first thing Peter did when he got home from Hide Bound was open his laptop and start googling.

      Okay, not the very first thing. The very first thing he did was make a huge plate of cheese fries and open a beer.

      Well, he peed first and then made the fries and opened the beer and yeah, he was totally distracting himself and avoiding the whole research thing now.

      “Jesus, if I can’t even look at some of this furniture, I’m definitely not going to be able to convince anybody that I can build it.”

      It took him a couple more clicks before he stumbled on Etsy, and thank God, because everything else was just pictures of busty, naked blonde women in cuffs and chains sticking their asses out and arching unnaturally. That just made him blush and squint.

      So awkward.

      But Etsy had all this hand-built shit and he was all over that. He clicked past padded benches and stockades and finally landed on this amazing table with posts and eye hooks and…

      “Is that a cage?” He tilted his head one way and then the other looking at the bars surrounding the underside of the table. “Oh, wow. It’s totally a cage.” That was some quality work too.

      “What you lookin’ at cages for, cher?” His roommate, a full-time waiter and part-time artist came bebopping up, one hand trailing over his shoulder.

      “I have a job interview in the morning.” That was a horrible answer to Alain’s question, but he wasn’t sure how he felt about it yet, and he had no idea how to explain this to his roomie.

      He couldn’t help but wonder what being locked in a cage felt like. Not jail, but like, giving someone permission to lock you up. Trusting someone that much.

      Wild.

      “Doing…what, exactly?” Alain plopped down beside him in a kitchen chair, a beer in one hand.

      He glanced over at Alain and then back at the screen. Might as well tell the truth. If he wanted the job he’d better be ready to be proud of it. “Building…that. And things like that. There’s a shop in Midtown that sells this stuff custom. Made to order. They need a carpenter.”

      “Oo-ee! Lookit that. Better than fixin’ toilets in the park, eh?” Alain got it.

      That made him grin. “So much better. But I walked in there like, whoa, you know? I wasn’t expecting kink. And I’ve never seen most of this stuff.”

      Simple things like cuffs and blindfolds he’d played with. Who hadn’t? Stockades and spanking benches were something else entirely. He knew people did all kinds of shit, and that was cool as long as they were safe and happy. He owned a couple of things he wore like jewelry to clubs and whatever—a spiked collar and a pair of very light leather wrist cuffs—but those were totally for show.

      “Oh, look at this one. They call this a Saint Andrews Cross. Look at the framing on that, and the leatherwork. It’s really beautiful.”

      “Splinters in that would be rough, man. And you’d have to make it damn sturdy.” Alain’s response helped, because it wasn’t freaked, it wasn’t hysterical laughter.

      “Right? And this is better than fixing a streetlamp that a snowplow ran over in, like, twelve-degree weather. Remember that? It’s kind of weird furniture, but it is furniture at least. Using my skills.” He wasn’t sure who he was trying to convince, because he felt like Alain was in his corner. Maybe he just needed to hear it out loud.

      Of course, he could show up to meet the woman he was replacing, and she could dismiss him on sight. It was interesting that he’d already invested enough to feel disappointed by that thought.

      “Well, you don’t have to use them, if it doesn’t suit you. You just make them. Is the shop nice? Warm and all? There room for your working?”

      “The guy that owns the place—or, I guess I assume he owns it since he told me to come back tomorrow to talk to the woman he’s replacing—he didn’t really let me get past the front of the store. But it’s a high-end place, you can tell just by looking. And smelling. God, all that leather smells fantastic.” He looked at Alain. “He didn’t give me his name either. He asked good questions though, and I got a good vibe from the place.”

      Alain was right. He didn’t have to use the furniture to build it well, or to make sure his customer was happy.

      “What was the name of the shop, cher? We look that shit up and have all the information tomorrow so you look all suave and shit.” Alain bounced, dark eyes alight.

      Oh. Brilliant. He started typing the name into a new tab. “Hide Bound. Great idea. You are one crafty Cajun.” Alain was a good cook too. Maybe he could talk his roomie into making dinner.

      “That’s my job, no? Figuring shit out.” Alain finished his beer. “You home for supper tonight?”

      He looked at Alain sidelong. “Are you cooking?”

      “Dirty rice, hmm? Something yummy and warm.”

      “Then I’m home for supper. Netflix? Oh. Nice website.” He started clicking through, looking at pictures. “Oh. That’s the owner-guy that I talked to.”

      “Yeah?” Alain looked over his shoulder. “What’s wrong with him?”

      “Wrong with him? He was a little grumpy, but he seemed fine.”

      Alain swacked the hell out of him. “The chair, idjit.”

      “Ow! What’s wrong with you?” He laughed but honestly he just didn’t think that way. “I didn’t ask why he was in a wheelchair. You want me to find out? ‘Yo, Mr. Owner, whose name I still don’t know, what’s wrong with you that you’re in a wheelchair?’ That’ll totally get me the job.”

      “Right? I didn’t know if you could tell, like if he didn’t have no legs or something.”

      “Oh. No, he has legs. Sorry.” He was handsome too, kind of smiling in this picture even. “He wasn’t smiling like that at the shop today, so he must be pretty stressed losing his carpenter. She’s having a baby. Do you think that means she’ll be back? Getting a job just to lose it again would suck.”

      “Well, who’s going to hire someone for just a few like that? This ain’t waiting tables.”

      He nodded, surfing through the pictures of the shop. “Right. Nobody. You’re right. So what’s a nice thing to say to a pregnant lady?”

      “You ain’t all that fat.”

      “No, but you’re that big an asshole.” He laughed. Alain loved picking on him, and even he had to admit he was an easy target most of the time. “Did you see my new snake bites?”

      “Let me look.” Alain grabbed his chin, turning him this way and that, eyes sharp. “Oh, very cool.”

      “Right? And don’t worry I put the rent aside first.” Alain didn’t have to worry. Peter was never, ever late with the rent. Maybe his third of the cable bill every so often, but not the rent.

      “Pshaw, like I care. I got my tips to cover. That’s hot, cher.”

      “Yeah? Thanks. Now I just need to find somebody to kiss.” He hadn’t even had a near miss in, like, a month. Maybe two. Forever.

      Alain smooched the tip of his nose. “Someone good, eh? Someone good for you.”

      “He’ll come along. What’s the rush? I’ve got shit going on. I need to get this job tomorrow, right?” He closed his laptop and stood up, grinning. “Is dinner ready?”

      “Come help chop veg, butthead.” Alain grinned at him. “You can do this, cher. You can eat out on the stories forever.”

      That was true. New stories to impress a date. “I can. I’m good. She just has to like me, and I think I’m totally likeable. Weird, but likeable.” He followed Alain into the kitchen.

      “Adorable. Don’t forget adorable, cher.”

      “Adorable. Isn’t that what they say about puppies?”

      Adorable. Cute. Sweet. He got those things a lot, and he didn’t hate it, but just once he’d like to get hot or sexy or irresistible or something. Anything other than those things people said about kids under ten.

      He snorted, glad he kept that little bit of bitchy bitterness to himself. Alain was a good friend, and adorable was totally fine coming from the crazy Cajun.

      “Puppies? You’re cuter than a puppy.” Alain waggled his eyebrows dramatically.

      “Shut up.” He leaned over and kissed Alain’s cheek. “What veg am I cutting, cher?”

      “Peppers and onions. I’ll start the garlic.”

      Why couldn’t he be all into Alain? Why?

      He picked up the onion and peeled it. “You just want to see me cry.”

      “Oh bebe, I ain’t that kind of boy. Swear to God.” There was wickedness in Alain’s eyes.

      He laughed. “Too bad, because I kind of am a little.” He was already looking forward to seeing Shane next week for more ink. It was nice of Shane to offer but he’d figure out a way to pay. Maybe Shane needed something fixed.

      “Yeah. Chop, you. Watch your fingers.”

      “Chopping!” No worries. He was into cuts, but not chopping off body parts entirely. He wasn’t afraid of knives though and chopped up that onion easily before moving on to the peppers. Onions and peppers. They were always in the kitchen, Alain rarely cooked without them. Yum. “Do you have weekend plans?” He picked a sly way to ask if Alain was seeing the guy he saw last weekend again.

      “No. Me and Wally? We had ourselves a wild fight. He went to hit me, and not in that slap and tickle sort of way, huh?”

      Whoa. What the fuck?

      “Are you serious? Are you okay? You want me to go have a talk with him?” Peter didn’t mean just talk; he was pretty sure that was clear.

      “Oh, thank you, bebe, but I told him what was what. I don’t need that bad juju in my life.”

      “No, you do not.” He reached over and gave Alain’s forearm a squeeze. “You need me, I’m here for you. You want these in your pan?”

      “Please. I know. It was a shock, but there’s more roosters in this henhouse.” Alain laughed like it was nothing, but Peter could see the pain in his friend’s dark eyes.

      That had to be scary, and he wanted to ask, but Alain didn’t seem ready to dig too deep yet. “We’ll find you a fancy cock, don’t you worry.” He dumped the veggies into the pan and listened to them sizzle.

      “Eh, maybe it’s not my time to find someone.”

      “Maybe not. That’s okay. It’s not mine either, so we can eat your amazing dinner and watch porn instead.” He grinned at Alain. “Freak Reggie out when he gets home.”

      “Fucking-A, man. You got you the best ideas.”

      He thought so too. He really hoped that randomly deciding to look at the classifieds today was a good one too.
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      Brandon wanted to close the shop up and just sleep. It had been the longest night, spelling Samantha’s wife, Gertie.

      This morning, though, little Bloom was here, all eight pounds of her.

      He rolled up to the door about five minutes to eight, intending to grab a cup of coffee and then die.

      “Hey. Good morning. Oh, damn, am I early? Let me get the door, man.”

      “Mornin’.” Wait. Wait. Aw fuck. The kid. Godammit. Right. Focus.

      He rolled through the door and tried to remember the kid’s name, but everything about him was dead tired. He wasn’t cut out for the baby delivery gig.

      “You want a minute? I could go get us some coffee and come back. You look like you could use a cup of coffee. I know I could.”

      He blinked. Yes. God yes. He pulled a bill out of his wallet. “Something rich and sweet and whatever you want.”

      That was the best idea ever.

      “Rich and sweet. Like a macchiato or something, right? I’m on it. Be right back.” The kid ducked out of the shop again without taking his money.

      “Good boy.” He sighed and leaned his head back, just dozing the barest bit.

      The door chimed what seemed like one second later. “One caramel macchiato and…” The kid dropped his voice low. “Oh, sorry. You were resting? Sorry.”

      “No worries. Long night.” He opened his eyes, blinking to focus. “Samantha’s not going to be here.”

      Hell, he’d seen the look on her face when she held that baby. She was…gone.

      “Uh-oh. Is she okay?” The kid handed him is large macchiato and he noted that the cup still in the kid’s hand was a tea not a coffee.

      “Thank you.” He held up his phone with little Bloom’s first photo.

      The kid’s eyes lit up. “Oh! Oh wow. Look at that. That’s, like, the best excuse for missing work ever, right?”

      “She’s beautiful, isn’t she?” He took a deep breath and a deeper drink of caffeinated joy. “Oh that’s good shit.”

      “Not hard to find a good cup of coffee in this town. I guess. I don’t do caffeine; I’m wired naturally.” The kid’s laugh was light; it sounded young and honest. “And she is perfect. Congratulations to her. I guess you were there all night? If you need some help today, I took a sick day so I’m totally free.”

      What a sweet boy. “I was going to close the shop for the day. Come on to the workshop.”

      He needed to see what the kid thought of what they were working on. The workshop was a good part of this floor and all of the second floor, and he couldn’t wait to see if there was shock, disgust, interest.

      The kid followed along easily. “Hey, can I ask your name? I didn’t get it yesterday. I’m Peter, just in case.”

      Jesus. He wasn’t normally rude. “Brandon. Brandon McPhail.” He held out one hand to shake.

      “Nice to meet you, Mr. McPhail.” Peter smiled happily and shook his hand. “I’m really excited about seeing your workshop. It’s been a while since I spent time in one. I saw some of your projects online, you take a lot of really specific requests, it looks like.”

      The kid had a good, solid handshake. More importantly, he had calluses in the right places. “I don’t have any off-the-rack woodwork. There’s a lot of leatherwork—corsetry, binding tools, that sort of thing—but the woodwork is all custom order.”

      “And do you build as well as do the upholstery? I’ll be honest, I’m better with the wood than I am with textiles.” Peter’s eyes were everywhere, taking in everything as they moved through the shop.

      “I do some, but I’m a leatherworker and a designer. I need a woodworker to make things happen.” He needed to trust in his pieces to hold, to be quality and worth the money.

      “One time I built this long bench, like for a front porch, right? And then I spent all this time finishing it and it looked amazing. Then my dad checked it over, stood on it, jumped up and down like four times and the whole thing collapsed. Total wreckage. That lesson sucked, but everything I built after that was sturdy as hell. You design it, I can build it.”

      “Exactly. If it falls, someone could get hurt, and that can ruin trust. Nothing is worse.” Samantha had been working on a lovely spanking bench with custom leather cushions that he’d already made. It needed finishing and it was on a deadline. Maybe…

      He didn’t want to hire a new woodworker, but he needed to.

      “Oh wow.” Peter walked right into the woodshop and started looking around. The kid was respectful and didn’t touch anything, but he could see the deliberate restraint Peter’s body language. “Are these her tools? I don’t come with my own—I mean, not the big, professional ones. I have the hand tools. Router, jigsaw, circular saw that kind of thing.”

      “They belong to the shop. She has a small stash of chisels and hammers, but she’ll take those home.” Maybe he should get the kid to finish the bench and make Sam a cradle for Bloom…

      “Okay that’s cool. I wouldn’t use them anyway; you don’t mess with another artist’s hand tools, you know? I’ve got a toolbox. Oh…” Peter walked around Samantha’s big worktable where the unfinished project was lying on its side. “Spanking bench? I was looking at these online last night. This is a nice one. All the adjustable bits? The peg holes are so you can move the handholds around, right? And the knee and armrests are adjustable too. So this Dom must have more than one sub I guess.”

      “Very nice. Good insight.” He nodded his approval. “This needs finishing for delivery Monday. Do you think it’s possible?”

      They actually had until Thursday, but he wanted to hear Peter’s thoughts.

      Peter looked it over. “Just a finish? The stain is a day to do and a day to set before you can upholster it. An hour to get all the hardware right. No problem.”

      “You’ll need to make sure that everything is smooth as glass. No splinters.” He took another pull on his coffee. “The next project in line is a custom cage that needs to be functional standing up and flat on the floor.”

      “What do they want the bars made of? That’s going to be heavy as hell, right? I mean to move. Maybe it can be taken apart and reassembled standing up. Did they give you dimensions?” Peter looked around and grabbed a pencil and a legal pad Samantha had left on the table and started sketching but stopped abruptly and pushed the pad away again, blushing a deep red. “Sorry. I bet you have that all worked out already. You’re the designer.”

      Brandon had to grin. Had to. Good boy. “Let’s get the bench finished and talk about making Bloom a cradle first, hmm?”

      Peter’s face lit up. “Yeah? I can do that. I mean, uh, can I do that? Do you want me to?”

      “I do.” He shouldn’t, but he did, and rule number one? Never ignore your gut.

      “Okay! I mean, yes. Great. Awesome.” Peter hurried back over and offered a hand to shake, all smiles. “You’re going to be glad you brought me on, you’ll see. Thank you.”

      God, had he ever been that adorable? “Do you think we should talk about salary?”

      “Oh.” Peter scratched his head, grinning. “That’s probably a good idea. Rent to pay and all. You want to see how today goes and then talk?”

      “That sounds fair, except let’s see how tomorrow goes. I need to sleep, yeah? You take your day off, enjoy it, and come in tomorrow.” He was exhausted and he needed a long, hot shower.

      “Oh. Sure. You okay? Do you need anything before I go?”

      “I just need a few hours sleep. No worries. I’ll be back to my normal charming self in the morning.”

      Peter nodded. “What time do you want me tomorrow?”

      “Are you an early morning or a later starter?” He could so sleep in…

      “I like early morning, but I’m cool with your schedule. You do look like you need some sleep.”

      “I’ll see you this time tomorrow, then.” One day he’d hire someone that worked from noon on, dammit.
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      Alain had taken Peter out day-drinking to celebrate his new job. He’d tried to explain that he and Mr. McPhail hadn’t talked money yet and that his first day was going to be a trial run, but Alain was all over celebrating anyway. He felt like maybe Alain needed to blow off some steam after the breakup, so he went with it.

      By the late afternoon he was drunk and on the phone with his boss at Parks and Rec. Quitting.

      So, yeah. That happened.

      This morning, he spent his entire subway ride silently begging every god and goddess he knew the name of, his guardian angel, even Mother Nature to take pity on his stupid ass. He needed this job to work out, and to pay the bills.

      He even bought Mr. McPhail a coffee on his way to the shop and made sure he was on time but not early. He wasn’t taking chances. He was going to do what he was told today, work his ass off, and impress the fuck out of his potential new boss.

      It was a plan.

      Now if he could just figure out how to open the door to the shop with his toolbox in one hand and a coffee and tea in a tray in the other.

      Seriously, Pete? You expect this guy to trust you with his shop’s reputation when you can’t figure out how to open a stupid ass door?

      He wasn’t hung
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