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            One Night

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m an Elite Escort in their new male on male branch, and the silver fox top role I play fulfills clients needing a little TLC in their everyday life. But being the one who constantly gives and never receives has me feeling drained.

      

      When a voracious brat gets a taste of my wares, his obsession spirals out of control. I’m left floundering and needing someone to help me hold my head above water.

      

      My secret desire comes to the rescue, and I feel like I can breathe for the first time in years.

      

      Jasper is everything I've always wanted. From the outside, we look like a daddy and his boy when in reality he gives me what I need. It doesn’t matter that he’s smaller and a decade younger than me.

      

      But the spoiled client isn't dissuaded from his pursuit, and I’m faced with having to unearth truth that will have dire consequences.

      

      Will the wounds he inflicted prove too much to overcome? Or will Jasper’s determination to show me my inner strength help me weather a storm capable of ruining everything—everyone—I love?

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          Mason

        

      

    

    
      “Do I even want to know?”

      I considered my sister’s question before answering. She was aware of the job I’d lost, but I hadn’t shared with her the contract I’d signed a couple weeks earlier to help keep her head—and her family’s—above water.

      “It’s nothing illegal,” I assured her, my insides quaking.

      That was what my new boss had assured me of anyway.

      “Nothing that will put you in harm’s way?” Marin’s concern bled through her tone, but she’d always been the nurturer to my older, softer soul.

      “Promise.” I wasn’t sure I lied, but I had hopes for the night and months ahead. The amount of money I would make with every booking offered me the chance to assist her as I hadn’t been able to before. Climbing out of my car, I took my cell off speaker and held it up to my ear. “I have to go, Sis. Give your boys hugs from Uncle Mason.”

      “When are you going to fly your sorry ass out here and hug them yourself?”

      I considered my bank account that always sat on the verge of empty. “This new job pays better, so someday soon.”

      “You’d better. It’s been too damn long,” Marin muttered in my ear. “Love you, big bro.”

      “Love you too. I’ll transfer some money to you next week, okay?”

      “You’re the best.” Marin’s voice broke. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

      “You would survive—same as we’ve always done.” I hung up a few seconds later, swallowing thickness from my throat. Thoughts of family and love had no place in my mind for the coming hours.

      Shoving my phone in my back pocket, I headed toward the hotel’s entrance, my heart rate quickening. While I couldn’t have much planned out in advance for my evening, I knew what to expect: a young man close to my height. Closet case. Strict bottom.

      The cash would be well worth stepping outside my comfort zone with that last bit of knowledge and allow me to pay off one of my nephew’s medical bills and help provide for my sister’s family. That truth sent relief racing through my bloodstream, easing some of my jitters.

      I counted to slow my breathing while riding the elevator to the eighth floor, my palm sweating where I clutched tightly to a black bag. I would do what I had to do—same as I always did.

      My knock beneath the #816 plate echoed through the hallway.

      Please the client.

      The words repeated in my head as Preston pulled open the door to the suite he’d booked for the night. We stood eye to eye at just shy of six feet like I’d expected, his curls flaming red and gold beneath the dim overhead light. His focus flitted from my prematurely graying hair and beard to my fitted slacks and back up, lingering briefly on the olive button-down shirt that made my hazel eyes more sea-like than muddy.

      “Mason?” he asked, finally settling his wary yet interested gaze on my face. The green of his orbs was even more stunning in person than on his profile picture.

      I smiled easier than I’d expected, hoping to help him relax when my insides danced probably twice as fast as his. “Yes.”

      He swallowed hard and stepped aside, allowing me entrance.

      I’d never been in a swanky hotel before and took a quick glance around the space while setting aside the bag. My gaze got caught up on the windows overlooking Boston’s night skyline. Quite the view, one I hadn’t seen from such a height.

      But a lot of firsts lay ahead of me tonight.

      Preston would break my cherry so to speak, and as his escort, it was up to me to make him comfortable. Bring him pleasure in whatever way he wished. Fulfill his desires listed in the file I’d received from Elite Escort MM’s secretary, even if they didn’t match up with my own.

      To say nervousness raced through my system would be an understatement, but I couldn’t help my excitement at a new, lucrative beginning.

      “Would you like a drink?” Preston’s voice wavered, and I turned to find him wringing his hands in front of him. He’d gone barefoot, wore loose jeans, and a T-shirt stretched over his hitched shoulders.

      While the young man’s handsomeness couldn’t be denied, he lacked the twink-like build I preferred. But getting him to relax and find release was my responsibility, and I wasn’t about to let him or my new boss down.

      “Are you having one?” I asked even though I wouldn’t have minded something to help settle myself as well.

      “I-I’m not sure?”

      I smiled wider, my heart going out to the kid I found myself identifying with—a lot. “How about we just sit on the couch and cuddle a little bit instead? You look like you could use a hug more than anything right now.”

      Fuck knew I could.

      Rather than leading me into the sitting area at my suggestion, Preston exhaled until his shoulders slumped and walked straight into me, laying his cheek on my shoulder, his nose in my neck.

      I wrapped my arms around him as he did the same, and I closed my eyes, soaking in the warmth, the simple affection I hadn’t experienced in far too long. Preston might not be able to offer me what I longed for, but I would earn every dollar he had dished out for gratification.

      Silence hovered over the suite, but something about the young man set my frayed inner self at ease, creating a tranquil quietness between us. His hot breath on my neck sent a shiver down my spine, and the slight shift of his hips rubbed his hard-on against me.

      At least he found my body arousing—and vice versa. That would hopefully make my job easier.

      I slid my hands down over the curve of his ass, pulling him tighter against me. The promise of feeling warm skin and muscle was enough to interest my dick beyond the pill I’d taken to ensure I wouldn’t have any issues in giving Preston what he’d paid for.

      He shuddered in a way I recognized, and I set my mind on meeting his needs for the night.

      “Let me take care of you?” I murmured before pressing a kiss to his forehead.

      Stepping back, he kept his focus on the floor and nodded. He grasped my hand, his palm clammy against mine as he started toward the open double doors, revealing a king-sized bed beyond.

      The file from Elite I’d read through—four times in the previous twenty-four hours due to anxiety—assured me that Preston wasn’t a virgin, but I wondered over his experience. His body language screamed careful to a fault, the same sort of inner timidity I’d taken on as a child and hadn’t ever been able to free myself from. But I had fifteen if not twenty years on Preston and had learned to don a mask that hid the many ways I lacked.

      I’d expected to lead throughout our time together, but Preston stopped before the bed and began undressing me like a gift he wished to savor. I soaked in the attention, thrilled by his touch. His slow, shaky movements stripped me down to my black boxer briefs, and for those few moments, I gloried in finding satisfaction in a job I’d been unsure of. My chest squeezed even as my heart attempted to burst free from my body.

      “Show me what it’s like,” he murmured, finally lifting his focus to my face.

      I cupped his smooth-shaven cheek, rubbing my thumb over his plump lower lip.

      He sighed and leaned into my hand as though he was as touch starved as I was. We were far from sexually compatible, but I led, offering him everything, as though I was the one on the receiving end.

      Gentle kisses while stripping him of his pants and briefs.

      Soothing caresses to every inch of his freckled skin I bared from the waist up.

      I found his erogenous zones, lingering at the base of his neck with licks and nibbles. He arched beneath me as I loved on his tightly furled nipples, his leaking dick smearing pre-cum on my abs.

      His whimpers and pleas to be filled with my dick would have made most gay men impossibly hard, but were it not for that little blue pill, I would have flagged—disappointed the man who’d paid for the use of my body.

      A needy boy, Preston soaked up everything I offered, begging for more.

      My mouth.

      My fingers.

      My dick.

      I gave him all three, but it was awhile before he was ready for my girth. It took an even longer time for me to breach his ring and finally bottom out inside his tight heat.

      He kept his eyes closed while I rearranged his guts, but I didn’t demand he look at me so he knew who owned his ass in that moment. What was the point of getting involved on an emotional level especially when we weren’t really compatible? I had been paid to fuck him, not connect with him.

      I couldn’t help but relate though as he grasped at my back with desperate fingers. Wrapped his legs around my waist and begged me for more—harder. Deeper.

      I did as told, but it was my mouth offering praise, telling him how well he took every inch of me when my ears burned to hear similar words.

      Preston gulped, his eyelids blinking open to meet my gaze. The young man was drunk on lust, panting, his eyes glazed over. His hard cock lay trapped between our bodies, pre-cum a smeared mess on our skin.

      “C-Close,” he stuttered before letting out a small, needy whine.

      I shifted onto my haunches and wrapped my fist around his rigid length.

      “Oh—Oh God.” He watched me work him in time with my thrusts, whimpers pouring from his parted lips to battle the lewd sounds of fucking with too much lube. “Right there…oh shit, I’m gonna⁠—”

      Copious amounts of cum shot up over his chest, splattering as far as his mouth. His tight ring clasped with pulsing contractions around my dick. Bliss rushed across his face as he licked his lips clean and continued to convulse beneath me.

      I’d brought him euphoric pleasure, but even that truth didn’t cause my own climax.

      I imagined myself in Preston’s place. A thick dick stretching my hole, the fullness and hard thrusts over my prostate making me squirm with desperation. Crooned words of approval while a spurting cock prolonged my pleasure.

      My ass clenched with need.

      I groaned while filling the condom, shutting out all thoughts so I could enjoy my unexpected release. A final shudder wracked my body, and I slumped onto my elbows, my forehead dropping to Preston’s shoulder as I struggled to catch my breath.

      I’d done it. Brought my client to climax—and even had one of my own. Relief swept through me, doubling my coming down.

      Preston’s smooth hands slid along my spine to my backside where he squeezed. “Thank you.”

      “Glad to be of service,” I murmured, smiling as he laughed lightly. I pulled out of his tight clasp, keeping hold of the condom.

      He grimaced, and I kissed the inside of his thigh, trying to remember what it felt like to be uncomfortably empty and deliciously sore.

      It had been too damn long.

      “Be right back,” I murmured, pushing against sudden melancholy wanting to rob me of the bit of pleasure I’d found with my client.

      Aftercare was expected, and Preston seemed to appreciate me taking the time to ensure he was comfortable after the pounding I’d given him.

      “Did I hurt you?” I asked, tossing the washcloth aside.

      “No. Your big dick was exactly what I needed.”

      Satisfaction should have risen up inside my chest. My ego should have swelled. I definitely should have grinned. None of those things happened, but I shoved the thoughts away and told myself to accept what was—not dream about what I would never find.

      “Will you stay with me?” Preston asked, once more seeming a bit unsettled with how his gaze flitted over my face.

      Perhaps I’d lingered too long sitting on the edge of the bed, lost in my head rather than paying attention to the man who’d hired me through Elite. Setting aside selfishness, I refixed the mask I wore and focused on my job. Pleasing my client.

      “Of course I will.” I slid between the sheets, gathering Preston into my arms as he snuggled against me. He had me until eight the next morning, and I reminded myself to be whatever he wished for in the hours ahead of us. Thankfully, my time with him included snuggling I expected some clients might not accept or even appreciate.

      First came pillow talk, or rather a willing ear to simply listen.

      I hadn’t known therapist was one of the titles I would wear as an escort. I’d expected to simply be eye candy. A hungry mouth for those who wanted to be sucked off. A hard dick they could impale themselves on. Possibly a greedy hole on the rare occasion a client desired to top the silver fox daddy I’d been showcased as on Elite Escort MM’s website.

      A man could hope…

      Preston shared with me how he was deeply closeted thanks to his mother. His biological father had transitioned and went by the name of Nancy not long after his parents had divorced. Preston had been a young teenager battling over his own sexual preferences at the time. His mother refused to accept her ex’s identity and continued to drop homophobic bullshit years later. So, Preston chose to live a lie.

      The fact he could afford EEMM ensured me the guy had cash to spare, but he struggled to find himself and create the future he dreamed of. Going through the motions meant depression he took medication for and a struggle to find happiness in life.

      I related all too well, wanting to offer him an opportunity to forget and simply be.

      And fuck if those feelings didn’t sting like hell knowing I would once again be on the giving end.

      “This was my first time hiring someone like you,” he said, still wrapped up in my arms. “I-I don’t mean that in a demeaning way—I don’t judge people for how they make a living. There’s nothing wrong with being a sex worker. Shit. I hope you understand what I’m trying to say.”

      “I do,” I assured him, my body still while inner restlessness made me want to finish out my hours so I could escape the conflicting emotions Preston roused inside me. Pleasure. Satisfaction in knowing I could send Marin more money. Bummed I wouldn’t get the dick or aftercare I yearned for.

      “You won’t…talk about this with anyone, will you?” Preston asked. “I signed the NDA, but that applies to you too, right?”

      “That’s correct.”

      Preston pulled back to study my face. “And you don’t bullshit about clients with the other escorts? Like, you don’t go out for drinks with your coworkers and share stories about the guys desperate enough to dish out major bucks to get laid in secret?”

      “You’re safe with me—and Elite. Promise.” And he was. Confidentiality for all parties was one of EEMM’s top requirements. My boss demanded it, ensured a mere word of information leaked would see our employment contract torn to pieces and asses sued.

      Preston released a huge sigh. “Good. The last thing I need is that asshole finding out I’m gay and telling my mom.”

      “What asshole?” I asked, pushing some of his thick hair off his forehead since he was touch starved. He blossomed beneath my hands.

      He smiled, his eyelids falling shut at the caress.

      I kept up with the soft caresses over his smooth skin, moving forward according to his sighs and shifts.

      “My stepbrother—he’s an Elite.”

      I paused in my exploration of his happy trail and slender dick once more dripping for attention. “What?”

      “Nothing.” He huffed a laugh, his cheeks flushing. “Forget it—never mind. Just keep…touching me like that.”

      Well, shit.

      I didn’t know any other of the escorts employed by EEMM except for one, my friend who’d gotten me the job, and his parents were still happily married.

      While I wanted to ask Preston about his stepbrother, I expected it was safer for both of us if I dropped the conversation for good.

      I slid down the front of his body and set to work emptying his balls a second time in a way I would thoroughly enjoy. Working for Elite offered me the kind of money I needed, and I wasn’t about to allow a client’s family, his past, or my own desires fuck up a good thing when others relied on me to pay their bills.

      Settling between Preston’s spread thighs, I earned every penny.

      And he thanked me again with a smile on his face before falling asleep with his cheek against my chest.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Mason

          

          Six Months Later…

        

      

    

    
      Only a few months of working for Elite, and my mask of confidence had started to slip.

      I was the best at playing the silver daddy-type a lot of clients hungered for and earned my boss Micah Fox a shit ton of cash every week. Words of praise over a job well done from both him and those I took care of had given me a sense of satisfaction after that first night with Preston, but greedy bottoms had started to suck me dry.

      And not in the good way.

      Add in the bullshit I’d dealt with due to a different returning client two weeks earlier, and⁠—

      A shiver slid down my spine, raising the hairs on my neck. Releasing a heavy exhale, I shut my eyes and attempted to shove away the traumatic memory and focus on where I stood rather than imagining that sick fuck watching me from the shadows.

      I was at the Sweet Water Suite at one of Boston’s finest hotel’s, celebrating my boss’s fortieth birthday.

      A half-empty tumbler of Grey Goose on the rocks cooled my palm.

      Air conditioning blasted, keeping the late July’s humidity at bay and allowing me to be comfortable in my tight jeans and button-down.

      Steady thumps sounded from speakers in the far corner bracketing the event’s DJ, but even the upbeat music didn’t help me overcome my conflicting thoughts concerning that horrific night with one of Elite’s highest-paying customers.

      It hadn’t been the first time the rich brat had bought an evening with me and my dick, but it would be the last. The kid had fucked me over to the point I should have called the cops or at least gone to the hospital.

      But pressing charges would have only brought about a shitstorm for me and Elite, so I’d kept the entire affair to myself.

      The last thing I needed to do was stir up a hornet’s nest and cause problems for Micah, especially since his escort service barely skirted the edge of legal in the state of Massachusetts.

      The client wasn’t just some bored computer programmer nerd who couldn’t land a hookup on an app either. His father was a well-known man in Boston and beyond. Deep pockets due to his family name promised that going after him would bring devastation in ways I had zero wish to even think about let alone relive in court.

      I gently probed at the tender spot atop my heart, hating the fact an actual scar would linger along with nightmares from that night.

      At least Micah hadn’t questioned my requesting a few days off afterward, then bowing out from taking on that same rapacious twink three nights ago when he’d attempted to book with me again.

      No fucking way would I⁠—

      “Hey.”

      I blinked my eyes open to find my good friend Kellen beside me. He wore a dark suit coat over his equally black button-down and form-fitting jeans that hugged his thick thighs and calves. A strong jawline, artfully mussed hair…the man was gorgeous but way too tall and muscular for my liking.

      “You okay?” he asked, his hazel-green eyes flicking over my face with concern.

      I put on my cocksure smile as always when in public, not for the first time seriously jealous over his lack of gray hair. He was only a couple of years younger than my forty-two but had aged better than I had.

      “Yeah. Just tired,” I lied, my tone intentionally light.

      Like me, Kellen was an EEMM employee. He’d been the one to introduce me to Micah when I’d lost my job in business management earlier that year. Since I’d been down to my last penny and Marin needed cash, I’d jumped at the chance to escort men around. Being eye candy. Giving blow jobs, offering up my ass if that was what they preferred. An easy way to get dicked down without any effort on my part.

      But I’d gotten cast as a top due to the daddy vibes Micah swore he picked up on during my interview. Desperate for work, I’d learned to hide my desire to be taken care of and ended up being the giver.

      Every. Time.

      And one taker had shaken the foundation of my livelihood.

      Kellen grabbed hold of my elbow, keeping my mind from drifting any further. “I’ve known you long enough to recognize when you’re full of it, Mason. Don’t feed me your bullshit. What’s going on?”

      Slowly emptying my lungs, I considered puking up all the words I’d kept bottled inside me forever. But emotions would release along with my explanation, and if I’d learned anything from my childhood with a manipulative narcissist, it was self-preservation.

      “Just tired,” I repeated, hoping like hell Kellen would let it go.

      He didn’t respond, and I scanned the room. I hadn’t pushed Preston about his stepbrother during the two other nights I’d been hired by him since our first time together, nor had I figured out who the guy might be. Dozens of current employees attended Micah’s party, but former Elites who had found love and solid connections with their partners were also sprinkled throughout the crowd.

      Blake and his wife Wren shared a private moment in the shadows, eyes only for one another. Reid and Jessie, on a date night without their two kids, appeared exhausted but smiled while holding hands. Jarod’s flame-haired firecracker of a woman on his arm peered at him like he hung the moon in the sky.

      Lucky dogs—all of them, but at one time, they had probably felt like menu items too.

      Preston was a client who didn’t make me feel that way. Perhaps because he’d been my first and truly appreciated me, or maybe because I’d come to care for his well-being after hours of listening to him unload his worries.

      Either way, he was the booking I looked forward to the most every month—and not because of the sex.

      If only we were well-matched in the bedroom…

      Kellen slung an arm over my shoulders and gave me a side bro-hug. “I’m here if you need to talk.”

      I soaked in the rare bit of affection but pulled away long before I had my fill. “Ready for another drink?” I asked, nodding toward his almost emptied tumbler, surprised my voice sounded upbeat considering how unsteady my insides were over the nightmare client who’d haunted my dreams the previous couple of weeks.

      “Sure.”

      We weaved through the crowd for the bar, the base of my neck once more tingling.

      Ever since the night with that voracious twink, I’d been on high alert. Jumpy and suspicious. A fucking anxious mess I struggled to keep contained. Without the help of those pills Elite supplied, I never would have been able to please the couple of clients I’d been booked with since him.

      A group of guys snagged us while en route to refill our drinks, their natural jollity pulling my mood even lower. I smiled brighter in response, a master at hiding my true self thanks to good old Mom.

      I needed a fucking break.

      Or a million bucks so I could get my sister out of debt and whisk myself away on a cruise to the Cayman Islands where problems didn’t exist.

      Huffing a snort at myself, I attempted to focus on the story Sean, Elite’s MM manager and Micah’s much younger brother, told about the guy who had railed his ass the night before. The blond-haired, blue-eyed cutie wasn’t just in charge of Elite’s gay branch but gladly took on clients as well.

      He had been an out-and-proud frat boy back in his college days and had zero plans on settling down anytime soon. He also wasn’t shy about his hunger for dick and how long he’d been after his brother to expand Elite to include a smorgasbord for him to gorge on.

      “He was so deep up my ass I could feel him in the back of my throat.”

      I grimaced at Sean’s description of the client’s length. Give me girth any day of the week.

      “What?” Sean asked me with a laugh when he caught sight of my face.

      My cheeks heated over feeling all four men peer at me, and I forced a slow, cocky upturn of my lips. “I don’t like having my guts rearranged.”

      Drake, another of Elite’s employees, clasped my shoulder, his blue eyes full of laughter. “It’s a good thing you’re an exclusive top.”

      “Damn right.” I winked on autopilot after so many months of playing my part.

      Drake peered at me intently, making my laughter fade. “You okay, man?” he asked.

      Grin still in place, I nodded with surety. “All good.”

      He sipped his beer while continuing to study me as though knowing I spoke out of my ass.

      “Ever get complaints about that python in your pants?” Sean asked me, and I latched onto the opportunity to turn Drake’s concern away from digging any deeper.

      “Not a goddamn one,” I allowed but wouldn’t brag about the truth.

      Clients tended toward the opposite, asking me to give them more. How some of them took all of me, I had no clue. I’d have been perfectly content to never shove my cock into another greedy hole ever again.

      “I’m calling bullshit—we’ve all heard about your massive dick,” Sean pushed, still laughing. He’d had a bit too much to drink if his slightly slurred words were any indication. “You know what we should do?”

      Drake groaned and tipped back his beer for a long swallow as though well aware of where Sean’s thoughts headed. The two men had been close friends since childhood, but from what I’d seen countless times, Drake tended to be the responsible party when they got together.

      Sean loved to tease and had zero fucking filter. The brat needed a real daddy with a heavy hand.

      “Let’s whip them out and measure!” Sean said.

      Kellen snorted a laugh and shook his head.

      Sean’s drink-hazed eyes blazed with excitement while Drake rolled his. “Yeah, I don’t think your brother would appreciate that.” His best friend stated a fact.

      “Ah.” Sean waved his hand dismissively while snorting. “Fuck Micah.”

      “No thanks,” Drake mumbled.

      “If my uptight brother wanted to really bring in the dough,” Sean continued, “he’d highlight exactly what Elite’s men have on offer rather than us clothed from the waist down. Pretty pink holes and big dicks are always in high demand.”

      So were silver fox daddies. Elite needed to hire another to spread the load I’d been carrying all on my own the previous six months.

      “You know he can’t showcase that shit, asshole,” Drake muttered.

      “He needs a couple of twinks in the lineup too,” Sean continued, ignoring Drake. Blatantly offering cocks and asses would end Elite and leave a lot of men jobless.

      I’d had enough talk of holes, dicks, and fucking. Catching Kellen’s eye, I gestured with my head toward the bar.

      He nodded and clasped Sean’s shoulder, cutting him off mid-sentence. “We’ll be back in a bit. Gonna go grab a drink.”

      Sean hollered after us to get him another beer. “One for my man Drake too!”

      Snickering, Kellen gave him a thumbs up and fell into step beside me. “Those two put more beer away than any guy I know.”

      He didn’t lie.

      At least Drake could hold his alcohol. The man tended toward quiet, the strong, silent type—Sean’s opposite. While Sean had muscle on his lean frame, Drake hit the gym and weights with the intention to stay bulked up. At six-two, he had quite a few inches on his best friend, easily carrying the mass of muscle he’d gained. And unlike Sean’s baby face, Drake kept a full beard neatly clipped along his strong jawline.

      I scratched at my own prematurely graying whiskers, wondering if maybe shaving would change my image.

      But what client would want a gray-haired dude sans the popular facial hair that made him look like the silver fox daddy they desired to spend a night with?

      Maybe it was time for a new job.

      “What are you drinking?” Kellen asked me as we sidled up to the bar.

      “Just a tonic with lime this time around.” The last thing I needed was more vodka adding to my maudlin mood.

      Kellen gave our orders, and I once more checked out the crowd to see if anyone was worth sticking around for when my bed begged me to come home and crash.

      Blake was easily the most known in the room outside of Elite’s owner. The dude was loaded and, because of his grandfather being a senator or something, was considered a who’s who of Boston’s higher society.

      A giant of a redhead with a curvy brunette tucked under his arm stood talking with Blake and Wren. On Blake’s other side, a woman holding a glass of champagne appeared well-acquainted with Botox and seemed awfully fond of black leather. Her lips were puffy and obscene, and the corset encasing her waist accented the mass of tits threatening to spill free.

      She didn’t exactly…fit in even though close to half of the crowd was rumored to be kinky as fuck and either employed by Elite or had been at one time.

      “Who’s the woman?” I asked as Kellen handed me my drink.

      “The busty blonde talking with Blake and Cooney?”

      Daniel Cooney—that was the huge guy’s name. He’d been an Elite too, until he went and fell in love too. I sipped my ice-cold drink, wishing it soothed my jealousy as well as it did my warm insides.

      “Yeah.”

      “That’s Mistress Chantelle.”

      I took a second to process Kellen’s offered information. “As in Chantelle’s—the BDSM club?”

      “That’s the one.” Kellen nodded. “Cooney has something to do with the shibari classes there or used to anyway. Pretty sure Micah and his wife play at the club on occasion too.”

      I’d heard Micah was a heavy-handed Dom and used to be on Elite’s menu for when a submissive came looking for a little pain with their pleasure. To each their own and all that shit, but I had no interest in that sort of lifestyle.

      We stood a few moments, watching the crowd and enjoying our drinks.

      I noted Kellen held two bottles of beer in his hand. “Taking those to Sean and Drake?” I asked, deciding I’d had enough pretending and was ready to bail and escape the crowd and noise.

      “Yeah.”

      I set my tonic on the bar behind me. “I’m going to head out.”

      Kellen once more gave me that questioning stare. “Sure you’re okay, Mason?”

      I grinned and added a cocky tip upward to my chin. “Client last night drained me in more ways than one.” It was hardly the truth physically, but the charade I played neared its end for the night. “You’re traveling to Maine in the morning, right?” I asked, intentional as fuck in redirecting his thoughts.

      “Yeah. Getting up early so I can be there for my mom’s birthday breakfast.”

      “Don’t stay too late, then.” I clasped his shoulder. “I’ll see you later.”

      Kellen let me go with a simple nod, his eyes telling me I hadn’t fooled him.

      I skirted my way around the ballroom’s edge, ready to head home and bury myself in my pillows, but paused beside Micah who still chatted with Cooney.

      “Happy fortieth,” I offered while clasping my boss’s hand. “It’s all downhill from here.”

      “Thanks.” He snickered but did a quick study of my face, his pale eyes concerned—and too damn intuitive, especially with my usual ability to bullshit flagging. “You’re leaving already?”

      I managed to hold my grin in place. “Yeah—I’m beat.”

      Micah gave me a raised eyebrow that suggested he wanted to call me out, but he didn’t, thank fuck.

      Cooney clasped my shoulder in his meaty paw. “Take it easy, Mason. Get some rest. Looks like you need it.”

      “Well thanks,” I shot back, trying for a snarky attitude I didn’t feel.

      A few minutes later, I breathed a sigh of relief while making my way toward one of the hotel’s side exits closest to the parking garage.

      Humid, too-hot air hit me like a brick wall as I stepped out into the dark alleyway. Exhaust and the scent of a restaurant’s grill filled my nose. A horn honked, and engines revved from the main road to my left.

      The door snicked shut behind me, and I tipped my head back, eyes closed against the night while wishing I was anywhere but downtown Boston.

      I longed for the scent of salt water and suntan oil. Exotic flowers and ozone after a storm like we’d had earlier in the day. The city’s air didn’t carry the freshness rain usually brought but a damp heaviness that matched the weariness hovering over my shoulders.

      A dozen or so hours of sleep would help. Then coffee. I would make myself some waffles covered in strawberries and whipped cream after a second cup—that always did the trick.

      Mind set on my bed, I started across the narrow alley, trying to remember which floor of the parking garage I’d left my car.

      The door I’d escaped through snicked open and shut behind me, and the scuff of quick feet on the road made me turn my head on instinct.

      A blur of black flashed in my periphery.

      “What—”

      Something slammed into the side of my head, ripping the word from me as I stumbled to my side, landing on my knees. Ears ringing and vision swimming, I attempted to crawl forward and escape whoever had jumped me.

      “Fuck! H-Help!” I hollered, gravel digging into my palms and knees as I tried to scurry forward on limbs refusing to cooperate.

      A stinging swipe slashed across my shoulder, jacking my heartrate up even further.

      I yelled another curse while curling in on myself. “I-I have money in my wallet! Take it! Please don’t hurt me!”

      A boot to my ribs radiated pain through my core, ripping another cry from my lungs and flooding my mind with fear—the instinctive need to get away.

      Rolling, I lifted my arms, trying to shield my face from my attacker as another kick got me in the gut. I groaned, and something solid once more hit my head in the same goddamned spot as the first blow.

      Darkness hovered at the edge of my mind, wanting to swoop in and swallow me whole.

      “Hey!” A voice rang out in the distance.

      Footfalls raced away…others toward me.

      Numbness crept through my limbs even as my head throbbed, and I struggled to make out the night sky.

      I welcomed the threatening unconsciousness.
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      He didn’t show.

      Heart heavy, I slid off my stool, ready to escape the hotel’s loud, obnoxious atmosphere. A few events took place in the ballrooms, and partiers had migrated into the bar area where I’d been waiting for my date.

      Supposedly, the man I’d been chatting with online for the previous couple of weeks had a room on the third floor, but we’d agreed to meet up downstairs since both of us weren’t just looking for a quick fuck and run.

      We’d found each other through an online dating service meant to connect gay men with their soulmates. He’d seemed decent enough, we got along without stilted conversations over the phone, and more importantly, he’d claimed to be my perfect match in the bedroom. Something I’d always had trouble with since my outward appearance didn’t match most people's idea of what a top ought to look like.

      And finding a larger man who was confident enough in himself to allow a smaller, more feminine guy to be the leader, the caretaker in a relationship? Damn near impossible.

      While I hadn’t gone so far as to wear a pink dress shirt like I’d have preferred beneath my suit coat, my expectations for the night had remained high. I had allowed myself to be hopeful when past attempts at finding my person should have taught me better.

      I’d been nothing but a failure since childhood.

      My father offered love and acceptance—as long as I didn’t act like the faggot femme boy I was at heart. His flesh and bones rotted six feet under, but I was still stuck beneath his influence, unable to free myself from the strain of never being enough. I’d hoped a love match would help heal my soul-deep wounds that still festered, but I would forever keep my secret desires locked up even if I ever did find a man I connected with.

      Lips in a thin line over my latest failure in finding the one, I headed toward the bar’s rear exit. I couldn’t put through a call to my date amidst the noise, and he hadn’t answered either of the texts I’d sent in the previous thirty minutes.

      Maybe something had happened and he had a good reason for not showing. A few excuses ran through my head, including emergency phone calls from loved ones. Maybe he’d fallen asleep after arriving at the hotel from his long cross-country flight for a work meeting in Boston the following Monday. Perhaps he’d ordered room service for an early dinner and had choked to death.

      That final scenario amused me regardless of my bitter disappointment.

      Muggy darkness hovered over Boston’s sky when I stepped out into the night, stopping my mind from thinking of more possible causes as to why I’d been stood up. I jerked my tie loose while fumbling with my phone in my other hand. I would allow my date one last chance to answer my call.

      A door to my left slammed—another suited guy had stepped outside, cell in hand, his dark hair slicked back. Unfortunately, he looked like an Italian mob boss, not the blond I’d been waiting for.

      Ignoring Mr. Mafia Dude manly-man, I clicked on contacts. I’d never had trouble finding hookups with twinks when I’d grown bored with my hand, but for once, I had thought I stood a chance of having a bigger man beneath me. Why couldn’t I get lucky for a change?

      Someone hollered close by—a curse and call for help.

      The mobster beside me took off for the building’s corner toward an alleyway where the ruckus had come from, and always the protective one, I followed on his heels, almost losing my loafers in my rush to keep up.

      A slim person dressed in dark clothes stood over a man curled into a fetal position on the road.

      “Hey!” I shouted, jerking the attacker’s head our way. They wore a ski mask, but even without the covering, I wouldn’t have been able to make them out in the alleyway’s darkness.

      They took off in the opposite direction. Mafia Dude beside me gave chase.

      “Hey, Siri!” I hollered, my cell in hand. “Call 911!”

      An operator answered immediately, muffled and not on speaker.

      I yelled out about the attack and my location while running toward the man on the asphalt.

      Blood seeped from a wound on his head, the skin around it already swelling. Keeping the operator on the line, I set my phone down on the ground close by so I could tend to the man with both of my hands.

      Cursing quietly, I tore off my pristine suit coat that even my dad would have approved of and pressed it against the fallen man’s laceration near his temple. “I called 911. It’s going to be okay,” I told him in a soothing voice, not sure if he heard me with how dazed he appeared.

      Footfalls sounded—the mobster approached.

      I opened my mouth to ask about the attacker, but unmistakable pops sounded from inside the hotel, making me hover over the man beside me. Hollers followed in the gun’s wake, and my heart rate went from rapid to frantic.

      Mafia Dude’s head whipped back the way we’d come. “Shit! I have family inside. Are you okay to stay with him?”

      What the fuck?

      Gulping, I nodded, watching him sprint away. Had those actually been real gunshots? Maybe it had been a car backfiring⁠—

      The man in front of me groaned, and I turned back around. “Help will be here soon,” I tried to assure him.

      Remembering the call I hadn’t ended, I glanced at my cell on the road beside me. It remained active. I grabbed it up in my free hand and hurriedly explained what I’d heard from inside the hotel while glancing around us. What if another masked person or someone with a gun in hand headed our way? Sirens rose in the distance before I’d even finished telling the operator what had gone down.

      Setting my cell aside again, I gave the wounded man my full attention once more.

      “It’s going to be okay,” I promised even though I spoke out of my ass. “You’re going to be just fine. My name is Jasper, and I’ll be here with you until the cops show up. You aren’t alone.”

      He blinked, his hazel eyes seeming to latch onto mine with desperation. Fear and pain radiated from him as though his soul cried out for someone to save him.

      The sirens faded from my awareness. My pulse thrummed in my ears. Like a poignant moment in a movie, time slowed, and warmth spread through my veins alongside the anxiousness from our situation.

      The man clasped my wrist. Heat from his touch zapped through me like a live electrical volt, jolting my groin. “I’m M-Mason,” he rasped his name, his lips barely moving.

      He had quite a few years on me…late-forties, maybe? A sexy silver fox with a strong jawline covered by a groomed, graying beard. A grimace curled one corner of his lips, and I pushed aside thoughts of how soft his whiskers would feel on my skin…how perfectly he fit my daydreams of happily-ever-afters. By appearances, at least. God knew I’d seen hundreds of such men in my time only to be disappointed to learn they wouldn’t bottom for a guy like me.

      Clearing my throat, I glanced down over his trim but muscular body. He wore a dark green button-down stretched over wide shoulders and tight-fitting jeans that left absolutely nothing to the imagination. Thick thighs suggested he spent time in the gym, and a bulge worthy of drool ensnared my gaze. My mind wandered into instantaneous lust and the fact I hadn’t felt fulfilled sexually in far too long.

      Focus on the present, you twit.

      I forced my gaze back on Mason’s face, once more struck by his eyes emanating a sense of being lost, as though he was adrift and in need of someone of help him tread water. My instincts kicked in.

      “Where else are you hurt?” I asked, awareness of our surroundings returning to include the noise around us.

      Sirens taxed my ears, echoing through the alleyway, and flashes of blue and red lit the sky, but no cops had arrived on the scene.

      Mason’s grimace remained. “I—I’m not sure?”

      The attacker had a knife…

      “Did he stab you?” I asked, once more doing a quick scan of Mason’s body.

      “My shoulder.” Mason still clasped my wrist, his focus on my eyes. “Hurts.”

      “I got you.” I cradled his neck with my free hand, hoping to help steady him. The warmth of his skin seeped into my palm, snaking its way up my arm and toward my chest. “Help will be here soon.”

      Cops appeared at the alleyway’s entrance, guns drawn. “Hands up!” one hollered. “Get your hands up where we can see them!”

      I tore my fingers from Mason’s nape but kept the other hand against his temple. “I’m putting pressure on this man’s head wound!” I called back, my heart racing. “He was attacked and is bleeding.”

      “Don’t move!” An officer approached hesitantly, gun trained on me, and I shivered, my stomach clenching up tight. He got close enough he could see I spoke the truth, and he barked orders to get an EMT to our location immediately.

      I gave Mason my full focus, our gazes once more locking. “You’re going to be okay.”

      The pain in his eyes remained, but he continued to cling to my wrist as though afraid letting go would send him adrift once more.

      “I have you, Mason. Promise,” I whispered, wanting nothing more than to soothe the gorgeous man who’d been thrust into my life.

      It seemed hours later that two men arrived to care for Mason, and I grabbed my cell and moved slightly off to the side to give them room to work. My ears strained as I fought to listen to Mason answer questions about where he hurt. His gaze kept flitting my way, making my entire body ache to crowd in close—to be near to him.

      Once strapped to a gurney, Mason held his hand out toward me as though he sensed the same draw.

      His need hauled me in like a well-greased pulley, and I found myself reaching for him. Our palms clasped, fingers entwined, sending that volt through me once more.

      “Can I come along to the hospital?” I asked the EMT readying to roll Mason up the alleyway.

      The man glanced down at Mason.

      “He’s my—mine,” I heard myself declare, strangely at peace over how right the word of ownership felt on my tongue.

      “Sure thing,” the EMT said. “Let’s get your partner to the hospital.”

      Partner.

      The label hit me like a punch to the gut, but I didn’t bother correcting the man. I believed in lust at first sight. Maybe even love for some people. Time would tell for Mason and I, but too many unknowns lay unspoken between us. We were mere strangers, and yet I felt a strong tie to his well-being. His eyes radiated emotions toward me as though hoping I would soak them up by osmosis.

      And I wanted to take them on, to share in the burden of them, with a desperation I didn’t understand.

      My legs shook from the adrenaline crash, and I had to let go of Mason’s hand when I climbed into the back of the ambulance.

      Whatever else had taken place at the hotel faded from my mind as I focused solely on the man laid out and being fussed over by the EMT. Mason struggled to answer questions, grimacing and twitching as though pain riddled his body.

      I longed to wrap him up in my arms and soothe his aches. Kiss him until his discomfort faded.

      My mind tucked away information as it left his lips. Thomson, he’d replied in answer to the inquiry of his last name. He was only forty-two, five-foot-eleven, and one hundred ninety pounds. He lived in the North Shore area. His health was excellent except for his current situation, and he didn’t take any medications.

      When asked if there was anyone else who needed to be contacted, Mason glanced at me and shook his head.

      While I wasn’t rich in family and friends, the fact he looked at me as though I was his person, his only person after we’d become aware of each other’s existence a half hour earlier, made my chest ache. That desire to hold him in my arms tripled, and my fingers itched to entwine with his once more as though he would keep me on sturdy ground.

      At the hospital, we were taken to a curtained-off cubicle and finally left alone a few minutes later.

      I leaned over Mason, needing a closer look at his face to make sure he was really going to be okay. That sense of him being lost remained in my mind as I took in the haze over his greenish-brown eyes. Had his brain been rattled? Did he not fully understand what was going on?

      “Wallet,” he whispered. “Back pocket.”

      “You want me to get it out?”

      “Yes.”

      Swallowing hard, I weaseled my hand beneath his lower back, chiding myself for even thinking about feeling up his ass that was perfectly rounded and juicy as fuck. His cell was still shoved in the first pocket I encountered. I pulled that out and went beneath his other side for his wallet. He shifted slightly with another wince, allowing me room to slip it free.

      “D-Do I have any messages?”

      I held his cell to his face to open the lock screen. “You’ve got two. One from Kellen, and one from Micah. They’re both wondering if you got home alright.”

      “Figured they would check in,” Mason murmured, his eyelids fluttering shut. “Could you answer yes then turn it off, please?”

      I did as told and leaned forward to brush Mason’s hair back from his forehead.

      “Stay?” he murmured, his eyelids fluttering shut.

      “I will,” I promised, having zero intention of moving from his side unless a doctor demanded it.

      An hour later, I finished filling out a few forms thanks to the wallet Mason had asked me to retrieve. I’d realized his brain hadn’t been too addled by whatever had clobbered him upside the head, and he’d meant for me to take the wheel in acting as his partner.

      His trust, his desire for me to look after him, intensified my yearning to get to know him better.

      X-rays and an MRI confirmed he had a concussion but no internal injuries. The knife wound on his shoulder ended up being a shallow slash, only needing a few stitches. Head also sutured and bandaged, Mason finally rested, eyes closed and hand once more clinging to mine.

      Luckily, he wouldn’t have to be admitted overnight.

      Not wanting to disturb Mason, since he’d been given some pain meds that made him loopy, I studied his face, thankful for the lack of a grimace on his full lips that appeared petal soft. My insides settled slightly over the assurance I’d been given by the nurse caring for him.

      Mason had escaped his attacker intact—he would be all right.

      However, with the intense emotional draw I felt toward him, I expected my heart wouldn’t remain unscathed.
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      I floated in sweet darkness. Resting. Relaxed. My mind lay quiet for a change, and I wanted to sink deeper into the sweet oblivion and forget about the shit I’d been wrestling with for weeks.

      Warmth surrounded my hand, filling me with calm. Perhaps it was the firm yet soft touch that kept me cognizant.

      What was it?

      Who?

      Blinking slowly, I attempted to rouse myself fully, even though the dreamlike state beckoning in the back of my mind promised continued peace from reality.

      Blue curtains hung in front of me…murmured voices carried from beyond. Someone cried. Another person huffed with laughter. Steady beeps reached my ears, and the scent of sterility burned my nose with every inhale.

      “Mason.”

      Turning my head awarded me a vision of the most stunning young man I had ever seen.

      I stared, my fuzzy brain slowly coming back online as I drank in the sight of his tousled dark hair and light brown eyes that studied me with the same…appreciation I felt at drinking him in.

      Such a beautiful man…

      “I’m Jasper, remember?” His lips lifted in a crooked smile, his petite nose crinkling slightly. He had been the one to chase my attacker away and keep me calm until help arrived.

      “My savior,” I added a title to his name as the memories filtered through my hazy mind.

      “Hardly.” He snorted a quiet laugh and squeezed my hand.

      I returned the gesture, longing to be wrapped up by him sweeping over me. Tears threatened to the point I attempted to swallow the thickness from my throat.

      “Are you okay?” Concern flooded his sweet voice, and his smile faded as he leaned in closer, cupping my face. “Are you in pain?”

      I closed my eyes and started to shake my head on autopilot to hide myself as usual, but the slight movement made my temples ache with a dull throb. “N-not too bad,” I murmured, unable to stop myself from pushing my cheek into his palm.

      He smelled like the outdoors. Sunshine and the forest. Freedom.

      And his simple act of gentle affection stilled the deep-rooted unrest I’d been struggling with. His was a welcomed touch, one I didn’t feel the need to pull away from. For the first time, the pieces of my true self I hid inside pushed for acknowledgment. But could I trust a man I’d only just met? My heart begged yes, while my better sense, my wariness from childhood screamed no.

      Being fuzzy-brained from whatever medication the nurse had given me made the decision easy—I went with my instincts, which wanted to give the man a chance.

      “You have a concussion,” Jasper explained, his soft voice as soothing as his gentle stroke along my whiskers that I leaned into. “The doctor wants to keep you here for a little bit longer. Do you remember what happened?”

      “Yes,” I whispered, once more forcing my eyes to focus on his golden-brown irises that were as rich as amber honey. I wondered if he would taste as sweet and delicate as he looked.

      “Think you could answer some questions for the cops?”

      “Mmm hmm,” I hummed in agreement. “Just…hold my hand?” My neediness bled through the cracks of my facade his mere presence forcibly pried open.

      “Of course,” Jasper agreed without hesitation, a smile making his lips go crooked again. “But I need to let them know you’re awake and will have to let go for just a minute. I’ll be right back. Promise.”

      I managed a slight nod without too much pain, sinking once more into that man-made calm as my eyes closed.

      Jasper…he had told the EMT I was his. Mine, he’d stated then hadn’t corrected the man’s assumption that he was my partner.

      More warmth spread through my limbs. The doc had definitely ordered me the good stuff.

      I wished Jasper had kissed my forehead or shown me another form of assurance he cared. He seemed the sort that would give tirelessly—happily—the type of tender man I had only allowed myself to dream about. Ignoring underlying wariness, I continued to float in la-la land, imagining the what-ifs with Jasper.

      “Mason?”

      “Hmm?” I angled my head to find he’d returned, a cop at his side towering over his slender frame.

      “Detective Jenner,” the man introduced himself, not bothering to offer his hand since Jasper had once more claimed mine.

      Warmth spread up through my arm at Jasper’s caress over my thumb.

      “Could you tell me what happened tonight?” the detective asked, lifting his focus off our entwined fingers without a hint of disgust in his intense gaze.

      “Yes.” I swallowed, forcing my mind toward full wakefulness even though the drug-fuzz fought to creep back in. “I was at the hotel—exited out the side into the alley.” The memories cleared as I spoke, my voice gaining strength and volume.

      I explained how someone had followed me from the hotel but hadn’t said anything and hit me before I could turn fully to see who it was. Other than a dark blur, I had no description to offer the detective.

      “Another man was outside with me around the corner, and we heard Mason holler for help.” Jasper took over, his thumb moving over my hand with gentle strokes that made butterflies come to life in my stomach. “I didn’t get his name,” he continued. “Italian-looking guy. Dark hair slicked back. He chased after Mason’s attacker but didn’t catch him. He returned seconds before the shooting.”

      “Shooting? What happened?” I asked, not remembering hearing gunshots while I’d been on the ground.

      “I’m not exactly sure, but it sounded like someone fired shots in the hotel,” Jasper explained.

      A rush of adrenaline roused my clarity. “Where?” I asked, attempting to sit up, but Jasper pressed on my uninjured shoulder to keep me still. “The Sweet Water Suite?”

      The detective shook his head. “There were gunshots, but they originated in the Westford Room. I can confirm there were no casualties, but that’s all I’m able to state at this time.”

      Releasing a heavy exhale, I settled back on my hospital bed, attempting to cool my inner anxiety from showing. Micah and his party guests were probably safe since he’d texted me. I would have to give him and Kellen a call later and explain about the assault.

      “Can you think of anyone who would want to hurt you?” Detective Jenner asked.

      “No. I don’t have any enemies that I’m aware of. I tend to stick to myself.”

      The detective had a few more questions, letting me know they would be going through video feeds—and that they’d found a knife farther up the alley. He readied to leave and told me he would like to see me down at the station the following afternoon if I was feeling up to it. He also requested the same from Jasper.

      A young man in dark blue scrubs pushed aside the curtain, crossing paths with Detective Jenner as he left. “How are you feeling?” the nurse asked me, moving to my bedside.

      “Okay thanks to those pain meds.”

      “I’m getting your discharge papers ready, but you’ll need someone to be with you for at least the next twenty-four hours.”

      He glanced at Jasper, but I thought of Kellen, one of the few friends I trusted to be in my personal space. Unfortunately, he was heading to Maine in the morning to visit his parents. “I’m sure I’ll be fine on my own,” I stated with an assurance I didn’t feel.

      The nurse’s smile appeared forced. “You really shouldn’t be alone, Mr. Thomson.”

      “I’ll stay with him.”

      I shifted my gaze to my right. Jasper could easily be half my age, I guessed. He had a beautiful baby face, the most lovely I’d ever seen in my life.

      Jasper’s sweet, crooked smile appeared again as he turned toward me. His honey-like eyes glanced over my face as though easily seeing behind the mask I’d tried to pull back into place because of the visiting nurse. “I would like to take care of you, Mason—if you’ll allow it.”

      Why did I so badly want to trust the stranger holding my hand? Why did I feel as though fate had meant for us to meet? And why did his desire to look after me make my insides flutter and yet melt at the same time?

      Jasper didn’t give off hungry twink vibes, even though he appeared the type with his petite build. No—quite the opposite. He might have been twenty-something, but the young man screamed caretaker. Protector.

      “Yes,” I offered the answer that radiated through my core while my sense of self-preservation sank into oblivion.

      I blamed the drugs.

      His smile sent heat rushing through my veins, tingling life through my groin regardless of whatever meds I’d been given to help numb my nerve endings.

      Looks-wise, Jasper was the boy my gay heart had been hoping to find since middle school. As for his character, his actions since my attack led me to believe he could very well be the yin to my yang.

      But was he even interested in men?

      That inner radar spoken of in the gay community hadn’t ever worked well for me, but the way Jasper studied my face made me think he felt the connection I swore wove our spirits together regardless of my underlying apprehension.

      Or maybe the painkillers I was on were too strong and messed with my brain’s ability to function properly?

      Jasper asked the nurse what he needed to do once we got to my apartment—sleep, food, medication—and I didn’t bother trying to listen.

      I didn’t know Jasper, but all it had taken was one night in his comforting presence for him to earn what bit of trust my heart had to offer.

      Hopefully, he would prove worthy.
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      Someone needed to take care of Mason, and not just watch over him as he recovered from his concussion.

      His tiny third-floor apartment forty minutes north of Boston sat in a run-down building, and I was wary of putting my feet on the filthy treads while traipsing up the stairs. With the elevator out of commission, we’d been forced to use our own energy, of which Mason had little. At least he only lived up three flights, so he hadn’t been too winded by the time we’d arrived at his door. His arm draped over my narrower shoulders, easily done since he had a good six or so inches on me.

      Having no clue what Mason did for work, I didn’t judge the man for his shoddy furniture, but his cleanliness left a lot to be desired. Dishes stacked beside the sink. Papers sat atop his small kitchen table. Old shoes were piled in a corner by the front door.

      I didn’t make a ton of money working for the nonprofit LGBTQ community house in Malden, but I at least cared for my few belongings.

      I took Mason into the bathroom first, gladly giving him privacy after seeing the state of his sink and toilet. Did the man not know cleaning products existed?

      While he did his business, I glanced at his bed in the apartment’s only other room across the hallway. At least his sheets appeared clean, even though the comforter lay askew at the footboard.

      The bathroom door squeaked, and I turned to assist Mason. He reached for my arm, grasping tightly as though afraid he would fall over without my support.

      “Are you hungry?” I asked, realizing breakfast time loomed much closer than midnight.

      Mason shook his head. “I would rather sleep.”

      “Let’s get you settled.” I led him into his bedroom, and he lowered to sit on the bed’s edge, holding his side where he’d been kicked. While he didn’t have any broken ribs, he would definitely be sore for a few days. “What do you wear to bed?”

      Pink flushed his cheeks. “Um…nothing?”

      Biting back a grin, I went to my knees to remove his shoes.

      Do not look at his bulge. Do not look, you twit.

      I managed. Barely. But I couldn’t glance up at his eyes to see if he knew where my thoughts had gone.

      Once I’d set his shoes and socks aside, I stood. “Need help with your shirt?”

      He peered up at me like a lost puppy and nodded.

      At the brush of my fingers over his clavicle while unbuttoning his dark green shirt, he sighed. I had a feeling the man would thrive from being taken care of. And my lonely heart and instincts wanted to look after him in all ways. He seemed to appreciate me. Find me worthy…

      I pushed the material off his shoulders, my gaze snagging on a raw scar atop his heart. It almost looked like someone had carved a J into his skin. All thoughts of my childhood wounds faded at the sight of his mangled skin.

      “What happened to your chest?” I asked with a frown, my voice low.

      Mason turned his face away from me, his eyes closing. “Accident.”

      “It doesn’t look like an accident.”

      He shrugged.

      I allowed him his secrets, even though his reluctance to tell me the truth stung after what we’d been through together that night. It wasn’t like I really was his partner and deserved to hear about what had caused such an injury. God knew I had secrets of my own I would carry to the grave.

      One thing I knew for certain—whatever had caused the jagged cut couldn’t have been good.

      We worked together to rid his legs of his pants while I refrained from ogling the goods inside his navy boxer briefs that hugged him beautifully in all the right places.

      “I’ll keep these on,” he murmured, rolling onto the mattress and curling up on his good side.

      I dragged his comforter up to his bandaged shoulder.

      “Are you really going to stick around?” Mason asked, his voice barely above a whisper, his brow slightly furrowed.

      “Of course,” I assured him while smoothing back his hair. “I’ll be out on the couch. Just call out if you need me for anything.”

      “Stay with me?”

      “I am staying.”

      “No.” He slid his hand across the mattress between us. “Here. Beside me.”

      I studied his exhausted eyes, expecting the stronger meds he’d been given in the hospital still lazed through his system. “You’re inviting a stranger into your bed?”

      “I’m not asking for a hookup,” he stated, once more glancing away from my gaze. “Just to sleep. My couch is wicked uncomfortable.”

      I eyed his queen-sized mattress and how he hugged one edge. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes,” he didn’t hesitate to answer.

      Slowly releasing an exhale, I nodded.

      The furrow between his eyebrows smoothed out, and he closed his eyes. “Thank you.”

      I turned down his blinds against the hint of the sunrise, kicked off my shoes, and laid down atop his comforter so there would be less chance of snuggling into Mason while I slept. Thankfully, I didn’t work on Sundays, so I could spend the whole next day with him. But even if I’d been scheduled to go into the office, I felt sure the board I worked for would understand the situation and allow me a day off.

      Being up for nearly twenty-four hours straight along with the adrenaline-filled events of the night knocked me out before I could overthink my situation.

      It seemed I’d barely closed my eyes when I woke.

      The clock on the bedside table told me only two hours had passed.

      Mason shifted, a quiet moan pulling my focus to his side of the bed. A wince of pain lined his
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