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Chapter One

Broke Men Don’t Ignore Messages

[image: ]


Casey Colton smelled like drywall dust, sweat, and gasoline by the time he got home.

Again.

Rain drizzled steadily over the apartment complex while he sat in his truck for a full minute staring at the glowing windows of his second-floor unit, too tired to move yet.

His shoulders hurt.

His hands hurt.

Hell, even his knees hurt now, which felt emotionally offensive at thirty-four.

The dashboard clock read 9:17 PM.

Inside, Lily was probably still awake pretending not to be.

Casey grabbed his thermos, work gloves, and the cheap grocery bag balanced on the passenger seat before climbing out into the rain.

Cold water soaked instantly through the shoulders of his hoodie.

Perfect.

The apartment smelled faintly like spaghetti and strawberry shampoo when he stepped inside.

“Dad?”

There she was.

Eight years old. Purple socks. Missing front tooth. Curled up dramatically on the couch beneath three blankets like she’d survived a maritime disaster instead of third grade math.

Casey smiled immediately despite himself.

“There’s my favorite tax deduction.”

“Mrs. Greene says I’m not supposed to call myself that anymore.”

“Mrs. Greene sounds controlling.”

Lily giggled while Casey dropped his keys into the bowl beside the door and shrugged out of his soaked hoodie.

The apartment was small.

Tiny kitchen.
Worn carpet.
Secondhand furniture.
Still warm though.

Lived in.

That mattered more.

“You ate?” Casey asked.

Lily nodded proudly. “I saved you some.”

Casey looked toward the kitchen where a plate sat wrapped in foil beside the stove.

His chest tightened quietly.

“Thanks, bug.”

“You’re late.”

“Roofing job ran long.”

That was only half true.

The real reason was Casey stayed an extra two hours helping another crew because overtime meant Lily got new winter boots this month instead of next month.

Worth it.

Always worth it.

He microwaved the food while Lily talked nonstop about school drama involving:


• a hamster escape

• playground betrayal

• somebody named Ethan eating glue voluntarily


Critical information apparently.

Casey listened carefully anyway.

Because exhaustion never mattered once he got home to her.

That was the thing nobody warned you about with parenthood.

You still showed up tired.
Still paid bills scared.
Still lay awake at night calculating grocery totals in your head.
But somehow love kept dragging you forward anyway.

By 10:30 Lily finally fell asleep sideways against him on the couch while some baking competition played quietly on television.

Casey carried her carefully to bed.

Then the apartment went silent.

And there it was.

The loneliness.

Always waiting after she fell asleep.

Casey stood in the kitchen staring at unpaid bills spread across the counter:
electric,
truck payment,
school fundraiser envelope,
overdue internet notice.
His jaw tightened slightly.

He worked constantly.

Still somehow stayed behind.

Story of his life.

Rain tapped softly against the windows while he rubbed tiredly at the back of his neck before grabbing his phone.

Mistake.

Late-night scrolling had become a bad habit after the divorce.

Too tired to think.
Too lonely to sleep.
So instead:
Instagram.
His account had exploded over the last year accidentally.

Nothing influencer-polished.

Mostly:
construction videos,
gym clips,
dad jokes,
shirtless summer posts fixing things outside,
late-night exhausted selfies captioned with things like:

Still alive somehow.


People liked authenticity apparently.

Casey still didn’t fully understand why thirty thousand strangers cared about his existence.

But the comments rolled in constantly.

Especially at night.

He scrolled absently through notifications while sitting shirtless at the kitchen table, sweatpants low on his hips, damp hair still messy from his shower.

Too tired to put on another shirt.

The apartment glowed softly around him:
sink full of dishes,
jazz humming quietly from his old speaker,
rain outside.
Then a new message appeared.

Unknown account.

Blank profile picture.

No followers.

Casey almost ignored it.

Then he opened it.

And froze.


$10,000.

Midnight Motel.

Room 8.

Friday. 12:00 AM.

You arrive alone.

Cuffed to the bed.

Limits respected.

Cash waiting afterward.


Casey stared at the screen for a long moment.

Then laughed once under his breath.

“What the hell?”

Obviously fake.

Had to be fake.

Still —
he kept reading.
Another message arrived immediately.


You look lonely in every photo you post.


The amusement vanished instantly.

Casey sat up straighter.

Something uncomfortable crawled slowly beneath his skin.

Not fear exactly.

Awareness.

Because the message didn’t read like spam.

It read observant.

Another notification appeared.

A photo attachment.

Casey opened it.

Stacks of hundred-dollar bills spread across black hotel sheets.

Real money.

A lot of it.

His pulse stumbled once.

Then another message appeared beneath the image.


I know you need it.

No humiliation.

No recordings.

No violence.

You can leave anytime.

One night.

$10,000 cash.


Rain rolled softly against the apartment windows.

Casey stared at the messages while the kitchen suddenly felt much smaller somehow.

This was insane.

Dangerous.

Probably criminal.

And yet—

his eyes drifted slowly toward the overdue bills scattered across the table.

Truck payment.

Lily’s school expenses.

Rent.

His chest tightened painfully.

Another message appeared.


You don’t have to answer tonight.

But you should know something first.

You always crack your knuckles when you’re stressed.


Casey physically stopped breathing for a second.

Because he did.

Constantly.

Without thinking.

And suddenly the apartment didn’t feel empty anymore.

It felt watched.

Rain whispered softly outside while Casey stared at the glowing phone screen in silence.

Then slowly —
without realizing he was doing it —
he cracked his knuckles.
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Chapter Two

Room 8
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Casey spent four straight days trying to convince himself he wasn’t going.

Which honestly should’ve been proof enough that he absolutely was.

The messages stopped after Friday morning.

No pressure.
No threats.
No countdown.
That somehow made it worse.

Because the stranger sounded patient.

Confident.

Like he already knew Casey would eventually say yes.

And the humiliating thing?

Part of Casey hated how well the man understood him already.

By Thursday night Casey had reread the messages enough times to memorize them.

At work he caught himself thinking about:
the motel room,
the money,
the fact someone had looked at his photos closely enough to notice nervous habits.
That last part stayed with him.

Not because it frightened him.

Because nobody paid attention to Casey anymore.

Not really.

At construction sites he was:
dependable,
quiet,
replaceable.
At school meetings he was:
Lily’s tired dad.
Online he posted smiling gym selfies and exhausted late-night videos pretending life felt more stable than it actually did.

But the stranger?

The stranger looked at him like he saw straight through the performance.

That was the dangerous part.

Friday arrived cold and rainy.

Of course it did.

Casey barely heard half the conversations around him all day.

His coworkers joked while hauling lumber through wet weather, but Casey moved through the shift distracted and restless, pulse jumping every time his phone buzzed in his pocket.

No new messages.

Still.

By seven that evening he’d almost decided not to go.

Then Lily asked quietly from the kitchen table:

“Dad, are we gonna have to move again?”

The question hit hard enough to steal the breath from his lungs.

Casey looked up from the bills spread across the counter.

Lily sat cross-legged in pajamas coloring quietly while trying very hard to sound casual.

“Why would you ask that?”

She shrugged without looking at him. “I heard you talking on the phone.”

Right.

The landlord.

Casey swallowed once.

“No, bug. We’re okay.”

Lie.

He hated lying to her.

But what else was he supposed to say?

That the electricity bill was overdue again?
That the truck needed repairs?
That he was considering something insane because ten thousand dollars could buy breathing room he hadn’t felt in years?
Rain tapped softly against the apartment windows while guilt settled heavily in his chest.

By eleven-thirty Lily was asleep.

By eleven-forty Casey stood shirtless in his bathroom staring at himself in the mirror wondering what kind of man willingly walked into something like this.

The answer came immediately.

A desperate one.

He drove through rain with both hands locked tightly around the steering wheel.

The Midnight Motel sat twenty minutes outside the city beside a flickering highway sign and a half-dead row of trees shaking in the storm wind.

The neon VACANCY sign buzzed weakly in the rain.

Classy.

Casey parked three rows away and sat motionless inside the truck while thunder rolled somewhere overhead.

His pulse hammered violently.

This was insane.

He should leave.

Instead, his phone buzzed.

Unknown Number:


Room 8.

Door unlocked.

You can still walk away.


Casey stared at the message.

Then looked toward the motel room glowing softly at the end of the walkway.

Warm amber light behind drawn curtains.

Waiting.

God.

He climbed out of the truck before courage disappeared completely.

Rain soaked instantly through his hoodie while his boots splashed through shallow puddles toward the room.

Every instinct in his body screamed at him to turn around.

Instead he knocked once.

Silence.

Then the lock clicked softly.

The door opened inward.

Empty room.

Casey stepped inside cautiously.

And immediately stopped breathing correctly.

The motel room looked nothing like he expected.

No cheap fluorescent lighting.
No filth.
No hidden cameras taped badly to walls.
Instead:
warm lamps,
dark sheets,
low jazz humming softly from hidden speakers,
expensive whiskey resting beside a neatly folded black dress shirt on the chair.
The entire room smelled faintly like cedar and expensive cologne.

Controlled.

Intentional.

On the bed sat:
a leather cuff,
an envelope,
and stacks of cash.
Real cash.

Casey stared at it for a long moment.

Ten thousand dollars.

Enough to catch up on rent.
Enough to fix the truck.
Enough to sleep without panic for one month.
His pulse thudded painfully.

Then a voice spoke quietly behind him.

“You came.”

Casey turned instantly.

And there he was.

Tall.

Dark coat still damp from rain.

Older than Casey expected.
Maybe early forties.
Sharp jaw.
Expensive watch.
Calm eyes studying him carefully from across the room.
No mask.

No theatrics.

Somehow that made this feel infinitely more dangerous.

The stranger closed the motel door slowly behind him.

Neither man spoke for a second.

Rain rolled hard outside while jazz drifted low through the room.

Then the stranger’s gaze moved slowly across Casey like he was taking inventory.

Work boots.
Broad shoulders.
Rough hands.
Chest hair still visible beneath the open hoodie.
Not judgmental.

Appreciative.

The attention alone made Casey’s pulse stumble.

“You’re taller than I imagined,” the stranger said quietly.

Casey swallowed hard. “You imagined me?”

A faint smile touched the man’s mouth.

“Constantly.”

God.

The room suddenly felt too warm.

Casey looked toward the cuffs sitting on the bed.

Then back at him.

“You really expect me to do this?”

The stranger stepped closer slowly.

Not threatening.

Patient.

“You can leave anytime.”

Low voice.
Controlled voice.
The kind that settled somewhere beneath Casey’s ribs immediately.
The stranger stopped inches away now.

Close enough for Casey to smell rainwater and whiskey and something expensive beneath both.

“You’re shaking,” the man observed softly.

Casey laughed weakly under his breath. “This is objectively insane.”

“Probably.”

The stranger’s eyes drifted briefly toward Casey’s hands.

And there it was.

The smallest twitch of recognition.

Because Casey had cracked his knuckles again without realizing it.

The stranger noticed immediately.

God.

“You pay attention to me too much,” Casey murmured.

Something shifted quietly in the man’s expression then.

Not amusement.

Something heavier.

“Yes,” he admitted softly.

The honesty in that one word nearly undid Casey instantly.

Rain battered the motel windows while silence stretched tightly between them.

Then the stranger reached slowly toward the bed.

Picked up the cuff.

And held it out carefully.

Waiting.

No pressure.

No force.

Just choice.

Casey stared at the leather restraint for one long second while his heartbeat thundered hard enough to hurt.

Then —
slowly —
he held out his wrist.
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Chapter Three

Voluntary

[image: ]


The leather cuff clicked softly around Casey’s wrist.

That sound alone nearly made him leave.

Not because he was scared exactly.

Because the reality of what he was doing finally settled fully into his body.

Rain hammered hard against the motel windows while jazz drifted low through the room, absurdly calm compared to the violent pulse climbing through Casey’s chest.

The stranger fastened the restraint carefully.

No roughness.
No sudden movements.
Just steady hands and unbearable patience.

“There,” the man murmured quietly.

Casey looked down at the cuff secured loosely against his wrist.

Then up at him.

“This is insane.”

“Probably.”

The stranger’s fingers brushed briefly against Casey’s pulse before stepping back slightly.

Even that tiny touch lingered.

God.

Casey became painfully aware of:
his own breathing,
his chest still damp from rain,
the stranger watching him too carefully.
The motel room suddenly felt intimate in a way he hadn’t prepared for.

Not sexual yet.

Worse.

Personal.

The stranger moved toward the small table near the window and poured whiskey into two glasses.

Rain flashed silver behind him every few seconds with distant lightning.

Expensive coat.
Calm movements.
Total control.
Casey hated how attractive the composure was.

“You expected someone different,” the stranger observed without turning around.

Casey laughed weakly. “I expected an organ trafficker.”

That earned the faintest smile.

“Disappointing evening for you then.”

The man handed him a whiskey glass carefully.

Their fingers brushed briefly.

Warmth.

Immediate awareness.

Casey swallowed hard and took a long drink immediately for survival purposes.

The stranger watched him over the rim of his own glass.

“You’re trying to decide whether I’m dangerous.”

“You invited me to a motel and handcuffed me to furniture.”

“Voluntarily.”

Fair.

Annoying point.

Casey looked away toward the storm outside.

“You really gonna give me ten grand for this?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

Silence.

The stranger studied him for a long moment before answering.

“Because I wanted to.”

That should not have been a satisfying answer.

Somehow it was.

Casey set the whiskey down carefully.

“This some kind of power thing for you?”

The stranger leaned lightly against the table.

“No.”

“Then what is it?”

A pause.

Then quietly:

“I like watching you stop pretending.”

God.

That landed directly beneath Casey’s ribs.

Because the terrifying thing?

He understood exactly what the man meant.

At work Casey pretended:
he wasn’t exhausted,
he wasn’t drowning financially,
he wasn’t lonely enough to physically ache sometimes after Lily fell asleep.
Online he pretended too.

Smiles.
Gym videos.
Confident captions.
Performance.

But here?

Standing half-dressed in a motel room while rain battered the windows and a stranger watched him like something precious?

Pretending suddenly felt impossible.

The stranger crossed the room slowly until he stood directly in front of him again.

Close.

Not touching yet.

Still enough to make Casey’s pulse climb harder.

“You can stop anytime,” the man reminded quietly.

Casey searched his face carefully.

No mockery.

No cruelty.

Just calm certainty.

That somehow made this infinitely more dangerous.

Because Casey realized suddenly:
if the stranger had been rough,
or arrogant,
or obviously manipulative—
walking away would’ve been easy.

Instead the man looked at him like he mattered already.

The stranger’s gaze drifted slowly across Casey’s chest.

The visible scars.
The roughness.
The exhaustion written into his body after years of labor.
“You work too hard,” he murmured.

Casey laughed softly under his breath. “You sound like my chiropractor.”

“I’m serious.”

The quietness in the words settled heavily between them.

Then slowly—
carefully—
the stranger reached up and rested one hand flat against Casey’s chest.

Warm palm.
Steady pressure.
Heartbeat hammering beneath it instantly.
Neither moved.

Rain rolled outside while jazz drifted softly through the motel room.

Casey stopped breathing normally.

Because no one touched him like this anymore.

Not casually.
Not gently.
Like his body deserved patience instead of urgency.

The stranger’s thumb brushed slowly through the hair scattered across Casey’s chest.

Appreciative.

Attentive.

Casey physically shivered.

“There,” the stranger murmured softly.

“What?”

“That reaction.”

God.

The room suddenly felt much smaller.

Casey looked at him helplessly. “You pay way too much attention.”

“Yes.”

Again —
that immediate honesty.
No embarrassment attached to it whatsoever.

The stranger’s hand slid slowly down Casey’s ribs before pulling away entirely.

The loss of warmth felt immediate.

Embarrassing development.

Then the stranger nodded once toward the bed.

“Sit down.”

Low voice.

Command disguised as calm suggestion.

Casey stared at him for a second too long before finally sitting slowly against the edge of the mattress.

The cuff chain pulled softly against the headboard.

Reality check.

Rain cracked loudly against the windows with another wave of thunder.

The stranger loosened his cuffs methodically afterward before rolling his sleeves slowly to his forearms.

Casey’s pulse stumbled instantly.

Strong hands.
Dark hair scattered lightly across his arms.
Controlled movements.
The man carried himself like someone used to being obeyed.

“You nervous?” the stranger asked quietly.

Casey barked out a laugh. “Brother, I’m handcuffed in a motel room.”

That finally earned a real smile.

Small.
Dangerous.
Warm enough to make Casey’s stomach tighten unexpectedly.
Then the stranger stepped closer.

And slowly —
very slowly —
knelt in front of him.

Casey stopped breathing entirely.

Because suddenly the entire power dynamic shifted.

Not humiliation.

Not dominance.

Attention.

The stranger rested his hands lightly against Casey’s knees before looking up at him steadily.

“You spend every day taking care of everyone else,” he said quietly.

The motel room fell silent except for rain and distant jazz.

Then softer:

“Tonight you don’t have to.”

And somehow —
somehow —
that was the moment Casey realized he was in real trouble.
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Chapter Four

The Second Visit
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Casey told himself he wasn’t coming back.

That lasted eleven days.

Long enough for:
the money to clear,
the truck repairs to get paid,
Lily to smile over new winter boots she’d been pretending not to want.
Long enough for Casey to realize the motel room hadn’t left his head once.

That was the real problem.

Not lust.

Memory.

The stranger’s hands on his chest.
The calmness in his voice.
The unbearable relief of sitting still while someone else took control for a while.
Casey hated how badly he missed it.

Rain followed him again the second Friday.

Of course it did.

By the time he parked outside the Midnight Motel, his pulse already felt uneven.

No messages this week.

No pressure.

Just one notification thirty minutes earlier:


Room 8 is ready.


That shouldn’t have made his stomach tighten.

It absolutely did.

The motel hallway smelled faintly like cigarette smoke and wet pavement as Casey walked toward the room carrying overnight exhaustion in his bones after a brutal week of roofing jobs.

This time the door opened before he knocked.

The stranger stood there wearing a dark charcoal sweater with sleeves pushed to his forearms.

No coat tonight.

No distance either.

His eyes moved over Casey slowly the second he stepped inside.

Not greedy.

Attentive.

Like he’d genuinely been waiting for him.

“You came back,” the man said quietly.

Casey laughed under his breath while shrugging off his soaked hoodie.

“Feels weirdly accusatory when you say it like that.”

A faint smile touched the stranger’s mouth before he reached automatically for the damp sweatshirt.

That tiny gesture affected Casey more than it should have.

Domestic.

Dangerous.

The motel room looked the same:
low jazz,
warm lamps,
rain against the windows,
black sheets turned down neatly like some deeply emotional crime scene.
But this time something else sat on the table beside the whiskey.

A takeout container.

Casey frowned slightly. “What’s that?”

“You skipped dinner.”

His pulse stumbled instantly.

“What?”

The stranger loosened his watch calmly before setting it beside the bed.

“You always post from the diner near your job site on Fridays.” He glanced at Casey evenly. “You didn’t tonight.”

Silence.

Heavy silence.

Because that meant:
the stranger noticed routines,
patterns,
absence.
Casey stared at him carefully now.

“That should probably freak me out more than it does.”

“Does it freak you out a little?”

“Yes.”

“Good.”

God.

The confidence in that answer settled low in Casey’s stomach immediately.

The stranger stepped closer slowly.

“You’re exhausted.”

Casey barked out a tired laugh. “That obvious?”

The man’s eyes moved across him again:
mud still dried along his boots,
tension in his shoulders,
the faint wince Casey made shifting his weight after ten hours climbing ladders.
“Yes,” the stranger said quietly. “Very.”

Then he nodded once toward the bathroom.

“Shower.”

Casey blinked.

“What?”

“You’re carrying half the construction site on you.”

“That feels judgmental.”

“It’s concern.”

The word
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