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To the older gays who survived the struggle. The world now is not the future you wanted or the present we hoped to give you.

But you are loved. Wanted. Respected. Revered.

Thank you for giving us the confidence to exist.

To my found family, may you keep growing.

And to the friends I lost 25 years ago. You chose to leave this world too soon, my friends.
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Welcome to Timberose Hills, the town where roses—and unconventional love—bloom.

Seventy years ago, this North Carolina town traded crops for blossoms, dedicating its fields to cultivating the most exquisite roses. Every March, the town bursts into color for the March of Roses, an annual celebration complete with a parade, bustling stalls, and delicious local food, where a "Rose" and "Thorn" are crowned as the festival’s royalty.

When Clara Larue returns to Timberose Hills after nine years, she reunites with the love of her life, high school sweetheart Grayson Harris, still working his family farm, Timber-Thorn Ranch . As Clara and Grayson reconnect, the farm grows, Timberose Hills blossoms in unexpected ways. New residents arrive, unique and unconventional romances bloom, and the community thrives like never before.

But danger lurks in the cozy town’s shadows. Old prejudices, obsessive exes, and a vengeful mafia threaten to unravel the harmony of the Timberose Hills. As danger looms over their shoulders, can the small town come together to defend their families, their freedom to love, and the town they hold dear?
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In this book

Alexander Walker has it all: a sweet, nerdy boyfriend, a thriving influencer career, and a carefree city life. But one visit to their friend Clara’s ranch introduces him to Timblin Hughes—a gruff, devastatingly handsome cowboy who sets his heart and body aflame. To Alex’s surprise, his boyfriend, Derek, feels the same spark.

Derek Flores has loved Alex since college, but their relationship hasn’t always been perfect. Alex’s wild streak clashes with Derek’s steady nature, and they’ve learned to navigate their differences. When they meet Timblin, the attraction they share with the older cowboy promises something they never thought they needed: balance, passion, and a chance at a love that’s as unconventional as it is irresistible.

Timblin Hughes knows heartbreak. Years of pining for someone unattainable taught him to keep his distance. But when Alex and Derek enter his life, their chemistry ignites a fire that he can’t ignore. Mutual attraction grows into a deep connection, and together they form a trio that feels like home.

Late-night stargazing and fiery kisses build a bond that seems unbreakable—until a drunken mistake lands Alex in the hospital. And the past comes back to stalk them. As guilt consumes Derek and self-doubt erodes Timblin’s resolve, their new love begins to crack. Tested by fear, failure, and insecurity, can they find their way back to each other? Or will their once-in-a-lifetime connection slip away forever?
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THIS IS BOOK TWO.

This is an interconnected stand-alone series. You do NOT HAVE to read in any order, as the history of the characters will be revisited throughout the book.

That Night In The Rose Garden

The May-December Storm

A Sunset Denial
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Be Alright by Dean Lewis

Fuck It by New Medicine

Guilty As Sin by Chris Housman

Let It Run by Canaan Cox

Chills – Nashville by Mickey Valen, Joey Myron, Lucky Dog

Glow by Livingston

Rebel Till I Die by Madalen Duke and Voli Contra

Half a Man by Dean Lewis

Expectations by Arrested Youth

Cost Me Time by Austin Giorgio

I Was Made for Lovin' You by YUNGBLUD
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Please take care of your mental health. It matters.

This story deals with three very hurt characters with tragic stories past and present, finding love and comfort in being strong for one another when they lack the strength to be there for themselves.

Sexual Assault

Sexual Violence

Domestic Abuse

Child Abuse (Mentioned)

Child Sexual Abuse (Mentioned)

Alcoholism

Dysphoria and Scars

Suicidal Thoughts

PTSD

Sexual Trauma

Metions of Dubious Consent

Homophobia

Blackmail and Extortion Attempts
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ALEX RAN for his life. 
At least, it felt like it. The black cloud of anxiety that had crept into his life six months ago closed in behind him. When he’d woken up from a drunken haze thirty minutes ago, he’d wailed like a banshee and darted out the door. He never drank until he blacked out and last night should have been no exception, but for some reason, he had.
Out with friends to celebrate, he cursed himself for joining in on that pretentious break-up party. Misty Gin lived the life of a whore, and when her boyfriend got sick of it, the girl had untucked her gonads, hijacked his bank account, and gone on a shopping spree before dropping the bomb via a text message.
Then, asked all her closest friends to celebrate it? Why the hell had he even gone?
Alex liked the life of a free-spirited, self-loving, strong boss babe as much as the next queer willing to give up too much control in bed to the right man, but he drew the line at sleeping around for power behind the back of his lover. Especially, if that lover supported you financially until you reached the top. A top you earned by spreading your legs and ass cheeks so wide an elephant could find its way home—like it was some stargate.
So, how the hell had he ended up with his mint jewel, four-hundred-fifty-dollar, Italian leather, heeled sandals tucked under his arm, stacked on the latest sequin and gemstone hand bag—the size of a grocery tote—dashing through an early morning commute barefoot just to get home? The all-white slacks he’d dropped an entire paycheck on, which felt like wearing clouds, and called for a completely commando ensemble, bore the most unsanitary stains, soaked from hem to belt loops. But he hadn’t given a flying fuck. Only three things mattered to Alex anymore. None of those things were material.
Shy of developing super speed, Alex planned to crash through their front door five minutes late. Letting his men down, above all other things, broke so many of his own rules. What possessed him to bother with this fiasco, frantic to get home and in pain he didn’t completely understand, in places that made little sense, Alex didn’t know. Back aching, hips sore, a faint tingle running through his body and those obnoxiously expensive pants sticking to his dick, he thanked the good graces he’d shaved beforehand.
The only good thing. His makeup smeared down his face, a horrifying kiss mark he had not consented to now bruised just under his jaw and he’d wager every penny they cleared his wallet.
Some fucking friends.
He never considered them friends if he were honest. More like socialite acquaintances he felt obligated to mingle with. But when Misty Gin and her BFF Dally “Doorknob” Dutton spent fifteen straight minutes scoffing at a picture of the most wonderful specimen of a man Alex had ever laid his lips on– Well, those two could go jump on a rusty pole in a back alley and ride it all the way to hell.
Furious with their entitled, catty attitudes, and words he'd like to ball up and shove down their throats till they choked to death on them, Alex acquiesced to a less violent outrage and drank himself stupid. Real fucking stupid. And by the looks of his missed calls and waiting texts he saw, just before he dropped his precious phone into the public toilet at the bar, he needed to brace himself. The shattered screen and water-logged electronics could wait. When his sore soles crossed hat threshold into his tiny apartment, Alex expected an earful.
If either of them said anything at all.
The silent treatment hurt worse. Far worse. Alex handled a verbal lashing with the best of them. Just enough sass to be a drag queen, not enough energy to put in the effort and far less love for tucking his precious cock, Alex let a lot roll over him with malicious etiquette but his heart had stake in this whole mess. Two. Two beautiful men who owned him down to the last raven hair on his head. So, in theory he could endure a lot and probably deserved twice as much for acting like a jilted candy boy throwing a temper tantrum, but the silent brush of disappointment and frustration from his lovers would send him spiraling.
Lately, it felt like one wrong word spoken between them would set the happiest time of his life on fire, disintegrating into ashes at the bottom of a pit.
A sharp pain ripped through his right foot, but Alex tossed the feeling aside and ran up the stairs to the apartment. Whatever he stepped on could wait. He had all his vaccinations and other than a killer hangover complimented with wooziness, Alex was as healthy as a cow. Something he never understood until recently.
Alex dropped everything as he reached the front door and dug into his bag for his keys. His luck dictated they fall to the bottom of his bag, beneath loads of clean wipes, deodorant, a selection of body sprays, more mints than he thought healthy, and his dainty change purse he kept more for random finds than actual coins.
Panic rose when the latch to the apartment clicked open. Derek stood in the doorframe, arms crossed over his athletic chest, frowning at Alex. Disappointment in spades, the man’s face an easy-to-read book that prevented him from lying about anything. The little flickers of hurt in those exhausted green eyes crumbled Alex.
"Cutting it close." Derek didn’t look at Alex, just leaned down and picked up everything he’d discarded, carrying it inside to the couch.
Alex chewed on his sore lower lip and frowned. “I made a mistake, Derek.” He rubbed his hands against his outer thighs, frustrated that even that motion hurt. Alex would bet money on bruises. He just didn’t know how he got so many, or why he couldn’t rip his gaze from the faux marble vinyl floor in the kitchen.
Derek, obnoxiously calm, set everything on the couch and stepped up to Alex, tapping his own jaw. "I really hope you didn’t–”
“What? No! That’s not what I–” His hands shot up to cover his neck and the tears burst free. He’d fought them hard with his bitching monologue and panic, but the adrenaline wore off and exhaustion caught up with him. He didn’t have the energy to resist.
The damn mark on his neck had been put there deliberately, done by people he regretted ever calling his friends. Spiteful. Wicked. Jealous, no doubt. From the moment he showed off that picture, the air in the room turned frigid.
“I swear,” Alex croaked, rubbing the tears from his eyes and no doubt smearing the remnants of his makeup. “I got pissed and got drunk. I fell asleep with Terrance and London over on the couch in the Red Ring’s lounge. I don’t know which bitch did this but it was without my consent. I would never–”
Derek never looked away from Alex but for a split second, he did. His eyes shot to the kitchen island where a laptop sat, open, facing away from the front door. Alex’s stomach rolled, catching the fearful glimmer that Derek pushed aside with a deep breath.
“I-I thought I made it… a little late but…”
“We were worried,” Derek said with a huff. He ran both hands through his pitch black hair, untied and flowing over his shoulders. It always looked a tad greasy before a shower, but he wore the grunge-nerd style so well that Alex found it sexy.
Taking a deep, deep breath, he pulled air into his lungs until they burned. He lifted his chin then dropped it, not wanting the mark to be too obvious. Alex couldn’t handle anymore disappointed glances, though he knew he’d get it. He couldn’t hide everything, but that mark, he had to hide it. Shame rolled through him, his hand rubbing at the space too hard, too much.
A thick sweater came down over his head and Alex breathed in that expensive cologne Derek loved to wear. He tossed a grateful look up at the man and stumbled to the counter to climb up on the stool.
Sat in front of the screen, Alex met the warmest gray-blue eyes staring back at him. An older, square-cut jaw sprinkled with silver tipped dark blonde stubble, clenched. The tight line on those warm lips that had caressed every inch of his body, held back a throaty grunt.
Timblin drew his brows down and leaned back in his chair. His deep voice rumbled over the speakers. "You look like shit, Beautiful." Calm. Collected. Mature. The slight twitch by his right eye sent a chill through Alex.
“I told you both I had a party with friends…”
Derek sat next to Alex and dropped a warm blanket from the couch over his shoulders. A gaudy yellow and orange faux fur blanket Alex had sworn would add a pop of color to their mostly cream and gray apartment. In the end, it added an eye sore to a couch and created a bed for their neighbor’s cat when she visited.
With a kiss to his cheek, Derek placed a calming open palm on the small of his back, out of sight of their silver cowboy.
“I remember. I tried calling you last night but you never answered.”
His heart clenched, an icy needle stabbing from back to front. The weight of the blanket couldn't hide the weight of the anxiety radiating off his spine.
"I dropped my phone in the toilet. Is something wrong?" Alex asked, struggling to retain eye contact. Timblin preferred watching one another when they talked, but Alex hardly cast a glance at either of his men. He felt guilty. So guilty, he struggled to breathe.
"Not now," Timblin whispered, tension dropping from his shoulders. "I've got a four-day holiday in two weeks."
For a heartbeat, Alex cheered up. "You're coming out?"
Timblin's eyes dropped to Alex's neck and the man shuttered his emotions so fast, Alex felt his heart in his feet. His hand shot up to his neck, terrified and desperate, praying it all just went away.
“Yes.” The gracious gentleman cowboy tipped his wide-rimmed black felt hat and offered a somewhat forced smile to him and Derek. Eyes lowered, Timblin picked at the callous skin around his thumb, a nervous habit of his.
Alex often teased Timblin about his rough hands but in reality, he loved it. Neither Alex nor Derek felt a lick of worry when Timblin touched them. The devil himself could try and fail to reach them. Those strong, callous hands wrestled farm animals, plucked thorny rose bushes, and struck lightning on their skin.
“I promised you I’d visit and now, I’ve got the chance. I miss you two.”
Scrunching his face, Derek sucked in a sharp breath and dropped his eyes to the counter top. He went silent. For the last month, it didn’t escape Alex or Timblin that he’d been strange. His reactions to the two of them, to their affections, had become difficult to ignore. By the twitch in Timblin’s jaw, Alex knew he’d seen it as well.
Whatever craziness raged in Derek’s head, Alex had gotten sick of it. The distance between them and Timblin was physical and nothing he could change, but the distance between Alex and Derek? Emotions owned stock in that game and they’d worn him down until he said yes to Misty Gen’s fucking party just to escape the suffocating atmosphere at home.
From bad to worse, he regretted not just enduring it all.
Alex forced a smile and leaned in, placing his head on Derek’s shoulder and wrapping his arms around Derek’s elbow. “We miss you, too, Grump.”
Derek surrendered and snorted. He glanced up at Timblin’s unimpressed expression, the slightest raise of his left brow and his downward turned mouth. Grump fit Timblin and his old-man-pouting was adorable.
“We do miss you, Grump,” Derek added with a chuckle.
“The bed’s been cold without you.” Alex realized the double meaning behind his words and by the frown on Derek’s face, so did he. “It’s been months.”
Months since they saw Timblin. Months since they all touched. Kissed. Hugged. Cuddled. Fucked. Since they were three. And in those last few months, Alex didn’t think they could call themselves two either. Derek hadn’t wanted him in just as long.
Timblin nodded, swallowing hard enough to be seen on that tiny laptop screen. "Soon, Baby Boys. I know you're alright now, so, I'll call you later. I have to get back to work. Clara says, ‘Hi.’"
The screen went black, Timblin never giving them a chance for goodbyes. He said he hated them because they felt final, but for Alex, the sudden silence cut deep. A deafening silence that washed over the apartment and sank its teeth in and worried at his bones.
He took shallow, empty breaths as reality sank in. Derek pushed his head away and climbed to his feet, the cold cut of contact icing out his sense of peace and security, until a warm plate pulled from the oven was set in front of him. Alex dared to glance up at Derek, the full weight of the man’s worry striking him.
“I made you breakfast but–”
Alex cursed under his breath and stiffened his spine. “Honestly, Derek. I shouldn’t have gone. I know I shouldn’t have. That wench–”
The slight whimper from his lover’s throat caught Alex off guard. Derek shook his head, tears clinging to the rims of his eyes and Alex wanted to slap himself.
“I don’t think you realize anything, Alex.” Derek turned a stern gaze his way, unable to stand up straight and leaning his full weight on the counter. “I warned you. With just the two of us in this relationship, two fucked up kids trying to find ourselves, we’d been fine. I trusted you and you trusted me. Whatever happened between us, happened. That was the deal.”
It had been. Though neither stepped out on the other, because despite all their flaws and insecurities and differences, they truly loved one another. Alex did anyways. He loved Derek like the man was another limb he couldn’t and didn’t want to be without. Save wild socialite events to keep his ongoing influencer persona the talk of the town, Alex knew Derek went where he went. Inseparable. Impervious.
Even with Timblin. The old man, like whiskey, aged and hard to swallow at first, turned both their heads and with a single look, Alex knew he and Derek would throw themselves at him together. A united front. Always the two of them.
“You promised me, you wouldn’t hurt Timblin. You said you wised up, matured a little. You’d stop treating life like a playhouse for your angry gay rebellion.”
“I have,” Alex wailed. He’d made many changes.
He’d gone out less, helped around the house more. He was in it. So in it all and so ready to pack his bags and run all the way back to Timberose Hills to be with Timblin, Alex spent his last two checks on webinars and books about ranching. He took a massage therapy course and got certified because Timblin worked hard in the fields and Derek’s work put a lot of stress on his shoulders.
Alex wanted this relationship between the three of them to work. He wanted that so bad, he’d secretly put out a timed announcement to end his online career. He refused all new sponsorships and with the exception of the now ruined ensemble of expensive clothes he wore last night, Alex sold all his riches for rags. Nice rags. Good thread jeans and comfortable tees. He’d even bought a bunch of new clothes for Derek and Timblin. Alex sold his beast computer and with all the bells and whistles, cut down to a tablet for ease of use and an upgraded phone, and made arrangements with London to have all the remaining furniture sold off rather than put in storage like originally planned.
“I know, I'm immature. I hoped for a future as a kept man and played around like a horny teenager, but I settled down with you. I swear, I'm working hard to rewrite myself so that I can contribute, but the last month has been difficult. I wanted a break, thought what the hell… It was one party, Derek.”
“One’s still more than zero, Alex. That's all it takes to offset everything.”
“Not the numbers again,” he groaned. “I swear, I just wanted to drink and laugh, but I learned my lesson. It was awful. Boring. Pretentious.”
“It was more than that, Alex. Look at your neck.”
Anger swirled in the pit of his stomach and Alex lost to the frustration. The fear. The hurt. He shot to his feet, fists balled and throat scratchy as he screeched. Loving someone didn’t excuse their persistent nagging and false allegations. People could label Alex a lot of things but never disloyal. He was faithful. Always.
“I didn't cheat, Derek! I would never do that to the two of you! I would never—”
The pain in his chest threatened to swallow him but Derek wrapped his arms around Alex and hissed his head. Alex leaned back into the fingers raking through his hair and clung to his boyfriend’s thick wool sweater. And he sobbed. He loved these men so much, wanted so much to please them, spoil them, do right by them but the tension between him and Derek and the stress from a huge life-changing move caught up to Alex. It had him shaking out of his skin, terrified he’d never be good enough or successful and end up being that kept man he no longer found pride in.
He figured one miserable night on the town with friends, even in the presence of soulless man-eaters like Misty Gen, would knock loose some of the doubt that strangled him whenever he worried about Derek’s distance and Timblin’s maturity.
It hadn’t, of course.
“Alex,” Derek whispered into his hair with another kiss. He leaned back from the hug and drew his hands away, shoving them in his pocket. The air between them chilled Alex's blood. “Sorry. I shouldn’t touch you yet.”
“I'll take a shower,” Alex grumbled, ready to throw himself in the shower and scream until he had no tears left.
“No!” The indignant look Alex threw at Derek came without warning. “Listen... just listen, okay?”
Unable to keep his eyes in one place, Derek glanced at the ground, Alex, and the counters. Once in a while, his gaze shifted to the computer, screen still blank, and Alex felt a rise of panic.
“If you want to break up with me—”
“Alex, I said listen!” Derek took a deep breath, but nothing about him said calm. “I am not accusing you of anything. I believe you, but I told you Misty wasn't your friend. That two-dollar drag queen doesn't give a damn about you. Even before Sallah Daye hit it big with her casino gig, Misty hated you. You know this. With Sallah gone, you aren't a friend, you’re a target.”
Alex agreed. No reason to deny it, now. He’d imagined people liked him, even when they didn’t. Mostly because of work, needing to keep a brave face and not let the hate wear him down, but also because it brought him comfort. When people liked him, Alex maintained control. He needed it. Thrived on it. He learned at an early age from his uncle that sitting quietly in the guest bathroom until the man took his fill allowed him the ability to manipulate the perverted man from more invasive play. An easy ploy, as long as he could stomach that man’s mouth around him… until he couldn’t.
Much like his abusive uncle, Misty lacked the ability to see beyond her own actions. Alex took the hateful comments and snide remarks without batting an eye. A lot of people waved him off as stupid, others labeled him a tease. None of that mattered. He got what he wanted out of it and he never sacrificed a part of himself beyond the thick skin he’d grown earlier in life than most of the judgmental bastards around him.
But endurance has its limits and when Misty had hovered over Terrance, London, and Alex, sneering at the picture of Timblin working the ranch shirtless and started spouting vulgarities about working class men and throwing political stereotypes at him, Alex lost his cool and let it slip just what he thought of Misty.
“I know. You were right.”
Derek shook his head and sighed. His voice broke and he cleared it. “Alex. You sent me a dozen texts last night, then they stopped. Except, they weren't you and I didn't know where you were.”
“What? What texts?” Confusion struck Alex and he looked around the room, unable to register the wet, broken phone he searched for was in his pocket. “What do you mean they weren’t me?”
Derek dropped his gaze to his phone, biting the inside of his cheek so hard it caved inward. He didn't turn the phone on or move to hand it off. He just stared, his hands shaking so much the phone rattled against his rings.
Cold, dark, fear grabbed his spine and Alex swallowed hard. “Derek, what's wrong? I-I didn't... Did I?”
“Alex, we should go to the police.”
Whatever remained in his stomach had crawled to the base of his neck and Alex spoke slowly, praying he didn't throw up. He needed to deflect the seriousness of the situation. He needed to sink into the floorboards and wake up from this nightmare. He needed air.
“Why? Over a hickey?”
Anger flared in his eyes, bright green and billowing with pain, but beautiful. Despite the geeky manner he exuded, his expressive eyes shifted with ease from indifferent to dominant to raging in ways that made Alex tingle all over.
Except right now. Now, he trembled nauseously and forced himself to ignore the reality sinking in. The reason for the strange pain all his lost adrenaline unleashed. The bruised arms and violent mark on his neck. The aching in his lower back and hips. The stench of a bathroom stall he couldn’t stop catching hints of.
“How fuzzy was your vision when you woke up?” Alex didn't get to answer, not that he could recall. Derek tapped his own neck and dragged a finger down to his collar. “There's more than one Alex. I saw them and I know Timblin saw them.”
Alex moved to the mirror in their entry way with haste. He glanced at his collarbone, catching sight of a black and violet bruise sticking up from under the sweater. He ripped his it off, hearing a few buttons pop loose from his dress shirt, and lost count of the marks when he saw the ones that traveled below his waistline. Jaw to hips, vicious and hateful bite marks scaled his skin.
The world shifted under his feet and Alex fell back against the wall, clenching at his chest. The air heavy in his lungs, he worked to find his voice.
“I didn't,” he repeated, trying to convince himself first, that he hadn’t drunkenly fucked some guy in a bar bathroom before blacking out and rushing home.
“No, you didn't,” Derek confirmed.
He tilted his phone up, screen lighting up a picture that turned his insides to acid. Alex stared at the image of himself, flopped uncomfortably across a couch, completely out as three men hovered over him. Their filthy mouths latched onto his neck. Another bit down on his left nipple so hard, blood seeped under his teeth. The third sat on his knees, head buried between Alex’s legs, hiked up on the guy’s shoulders and–
“Th-that’s not… That’s not real.” He couldn’t maintain control of his body, every nerve firing off sharp pains, his muscles trembling like mad. The heavy air went stale and vanished from his lungs as he gasped to speak. “It’s not real, Derek!”
Fumbling with the buckle of his pants, Alex froze when Derek’s hand wrapped around his and pulled them away.
“Alex. Let’s not look, okay? Let’s just put back on your shirt and go to the police. We’ll get this sorted out. They sent another photo late last night. It looked like you were making out with one of these guys on your own. I didn’t see it until I woke up two hours ago, but they turned off your phone and killed your GPS. I just got this one while we were on the phone with Timblin.”
“Oh. Oh god. Did they send them to Timblin, too?” Alex slapped his hands around, finding the broken phone in his pocket. He pressed the power button and whined. “I was so dizzy when I got up, I dropped it in the toilet trying not to puke. I’m… I’m gonna be sick.”
“I’m sorry, Alex.”
No. Derek didn’t need to apologize. He did nothing wrong. He never liked that group and Alex ignored all his uneasy feelings to chase that social haze he thought to be harmless, but like a snake, it wound around him and sunk its fangs into his skin, pumping him full of venom.
“What do I do?” Alex asked as he looked up at Derek's waterlogged eyes. Tears pricked at his own and he wiped them away quickly. “What do I do? What should I say?”
“We go to the police. The photos. You. We report this and we stand by that report. And, when the exam is done, we call Timblin.”
“I can't!” The scream ripped through him immediately. His whole body split, dragging his heart out of his throat. “I can’t. I can’t. I can’t. I can’t say it to him. I won’t. I can’t tell him what I’ve done. What have I done? Oh, my sweet Derek. What have I done to us?”
Hesitating to hold him, Derek bit into his lower lip, but he shook off the doubt and snatched Alex up in a tight embrace. “You did nothing wrong, Alex. Nothing. You didn’t deserve this. We didn’t deserve this and we will take care of it, but not without Timblin. I’ll call him. Okay?”
The fight in him retreated and Alex sunk into Derek’s hug. He surrendered to the tears, his body numb and his ears full of the thundering blood that pulsed thick through his veins. He lost track of everything, not realizing he’d gotten into Derek’s car until they pulled onto the highway, driving him straight to ruining the best damn thing he’d ever had.
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MISERABLE DIDN'T cover it. 
Derek’s soul bent and twisted until his insides burned like peroxide poured into an open cut. The bubbling in his gut dragged him through waves of nausea and dizziness. His taped up paper heart shattered, a billion fragments of dust trickling down like glass and shredding him from the inside out.
He’d been furious last night. Timblin called. He never missed a night, no matter how dog-tired he was. Last week, he’d found himself in the ER after a trespassing cow bowled him over. A few bruised ribs and a jammed finger, but he’d called on time. Like always. The nurse complained in the background about him not holding still and being far too stubborn, but Timblin just laughed. A gorgeous laughter filled with the wisdom of age and the lightness of a free heart.
He called his boys his best pain killers and he sucked up the stitches to his elbow without medication, happy to hear their voices.
Derek had his reservations about Timblin at first. The man, hotter than the sun, with his soft belly and rough silver features, looked hard and angry. At first, Derek thought he was straight. Not into a high maintenance twink with more sass than sense or a nerdy gym bro who preferred numbers to people.
Finding himself kissing that older man, rubbing his jaw raw on the salt and pepper stubble of his squared chin and left panting on a damp, lumpy mattress in the guest house of his friend didn’t cross his mind until after. And as he watched the gentle way Timblin strummed Alex and turned him into a silent and complacent kitten purring in his arms, Derek was love struck.
A week later, leaving the ranch and Timblin, Derek thought he’d fall apart. Then the grouchy cowboy kissed them both. In the open. In front of Clara and Grayson, the ranch hands, and the rideshare driver. He tucked a handwritten note in both their pockets and stormed off to the barns where he–as Derek later learned from Grayson–hid in embarrassment, red as a tomato.
Derek’s heart didn’t stand a chance, but he worried a lot about Alex. He loved Alex. He dedicated himself to the hyperactive social butterfly with a blossoming career online he enjoyed. But Derek also knew Alex.
Wishy-washy. Insecure. He ran off of attitude and caffeine and spent money on high-end things just to fill some void Derek couldn’t touch. Timblin did, though. No other explanation for the butterfly to clip his wings, toss his treasures, and rush off to live in some creaky but charming ranch house on an actual ranch, surrounded by fields and small town people, hours from the nearest shopping plaza or fast food.
Everything seemed to be going so perfectly that when Alex said he’d be attending Misty Gen’s party, it felt like a slap in the face. He’d done a decent job to ignore the abusive texts and late night phone calls from his darker past. He just wanted to move forward. Derek wanted to be happy and safe despite feeling awkward and out of place but Alex fell into an old habit and Derek spent the better part of the evening exercising out of frustration and worried it’d all fall apart.
Then Timblin called, unexpectedly. He knew Alex went to a party but Derek, small and needing some comfort, appreciated the call. The sound of the man’s voice.
Timblin had news. Clara and Grayson, friends and owners of ranch Timblin worked as a foreman for, had gone over a few dozen dates for their wedding and Timblin needed Derek’s voice of reason to bring the woman down from a spiral. She’d been ready to split Grayson in two, the pair fighting over stupid things like color and location.
Apparently, Grayson reverted back to his teenage years, wanting to spoil Clara rotten, and Clara wanted him to just say what liked or didn’t like and stop deferring everything to her. She wanted him to be her equal in all things and he just wanted to worship her from morning till night.
Two perfectly wonderful idiots in love.
The conversation remained light and fun. Derek had forgotten all about feeling awkward or uncertain and his anger towards Alex. He’d gotten lost in that deep voice praising him, telling how much he missed him and how excited Timblin was to hold them again. How cold he’d been.
Two of you kept my bed real warm and I miss that, Sweetheart. Miss touching you. Miss tasting you. I miss feeling you squirm beneath me.
One moment of embarrassment and Timblin did what he always did and overcame it. So easily. The rugged cowboy didn’t give quarter to anything that got in his way and shame became a thing of the past. He’d rubbed his nose into their necks and held their hands in public, kissed them both gently and dared the world to say something.
When it came to his lovers, to his boys, he said what he felt the moment he felt it. As long as it kept them happy and wonton, corralled in his heart and smiling. If he made them laugh, a few bruised ribs and an angry nurse didn’t matter. Dark, unhappy, stressful things, Timblin kept those under his hat and focused everything keeping Derek and Alex happy.
The two of them got so damn lucky and in the shadows of loneliness, Derek didn’t think he deserved this much love. Maybe neither of them did. He just knew they would hurt Timblin. Break the gentle cowboy’s lonesome heart, but Timblin wanted them and Derek couldn’t walk away from this love. He couldn’t leave these men.
He bit back the words dancing on his tongue and changed the subject to Alex. He needed a distraction, so he ranted about Misty Gen and the brigade of cunts Alex decided to celebrate. That got Timblin’s hackles up but Derek reassured him Alex would keep to himself and hang with London and Terrance most of the night, skip the party just shy of his Cinderella bells and be happy to hear from Timblin in the morning.
Of course, when midnight passed and Alex hadn’t come home or called, Derek called Timblin. Maybe the brat called him? A few dozen frantic unanswered calls later and both of them worried.
Nearing two in the morning, anger burning like an inferno in Derek’s chest, he hung up the phone with Timblin ready to throttle Alex. Timblin sounded ready to jump a late night train and rally the search dogs to find Alex but he agreed to wait. To call later in the morning and check in, but Derek loved the man more for the calm storm smoldering behind his mature, calm tone.
The sexy blue-collar man exuded strength and intimidation. Tall. Built. No one looked at him and thought him a sensitive and loving man. He once called off work, on a Friday during mid-summer, and drove seven hours by car to show up on their door just to fix their broken dishwasher because Alex had a breakdown.
Though the rest of that particular night had been hot, sweaty, and filled with enough moaning to wake the dead, he’d packed up early and drove back to work the next day.
Waiting on the video call with Timblin this morning, hiding the photo and texts from the night before, Derek felt dirty. Like he betrayed the sweet man who looked ready to break down in worry over their beautiful, immature Alex.
No man, woman, or parent ever cared so much about Derek and Alex. So, why was everything crashing down around them? Shattering. Flaking off like old paint only to leave bruised and singed flesh to scar over and rust in the elements.
Derek channeled Timblin’s strength. He pocketed his phone and pushed a clump of sweaty hair from Alex’s forehead. The police station swarmed with chaos. Alex went from trembling hands to his entire body shaking. The officer that took what information and evidence they could, called an ambulance and sent them straight to the hospital.
Some asshole nurse, probably overworked and half awake, tried to kick Derek out of the room which threw Alex into a panic. All the soft whispers and aloofness left his body like a flood gate unleashed and, with Derek’s permission, they sedated Alex. They didn’t take for granted who had access to them and Alex had medical waivers and medical power of attorney documents with Derek and Timblin’s names on them.
Derek had the same and after much nagging from Alex, Timblin eventually conceded to getting his own written up. Grayson got to be the backup, just in case and with Clara’s help, they were all three protected. It felt a little like a promise of something special between them.
However, now, it felt like a nightmare. Derek sat there knowing his presence kept the hospital from calling Timblin but he had to do it. Good or bad, he couldn’t keep Timblin in the dark. He’d kept his mouth shut and swallowed down all the words in his throat in an effort not to panic their cowboy over the phone. At least until he had the full story from Alex because the truth would rip the rugged man’s heart from his chest. Timblin would blame himself long before he blamed them. 
But Derek selfishly wished the phone hadn’t been a barrier. That he couldn’t hide it. That the intuitive glint in Timblin’s eye caught on to something being wrong and the man would ride in on his horse to save the day as always. To embrace them both and sand away the pain before it let marks too deep in their flesh.
Wishful thinking. Derek had to handle it himself, but he didn’t have the strength. He wanted to run, climb out from under the weight of the situation and hide. An impossible task now that Alex lay in that stark white hospital bed, suffering, and Derek cast the shadows of his anxiety into the back of his mind. He sat on the bed and held Alex’s hand, watching him sleep and offering some comfort. No scenario in his mind ended well for the three of them and Derek wondered if this meant the end for their relationship. For his men.
If Timblin would break under the enormous pressure he constantly puts on himself, trying to take care of them and protect them even at a distance. Or if Alex would lose his confidence and light, the bright wit and sass that both amused and annoyed them. If the relationship would crumble and leave him alone and without a reason to breathe…
“Mr. Flores?” Derek’s heart leapt in his chest and he stood but the nurse waved him to sit. “This is Doctor Langley.” At least Derek managed to shake the doctor's hand.
“I'm sorry, Mr. Flores, that we are meeting like this. Alexander's kit has been collected and processed. It will take some time for the results but on the preliminary examination, I can confirm a few things.”
He wrung his hands and swallowed the lump in his throat that lodged in his chest. The pressure inside and out made it difficult to breathe, but Derek nodded all the same and glanced over at Alex. They’d wiped most of his smeared makeup off his face and got him comfortable, but it looked strange to see Alex so still.
“We are hoping it was all just surface level,” he confessed, muttering his way through the thoughts racing from his lips in a quiet panic. “That sounds awful but Alex can ignore the bite marks once they’ve healed. The bl–.” He struggled to find the word, the pictures still burning in the back of his mind like a nightmare on repeat. “Whatever else happened could be erased in time. He’s strong, but… How bad is it? Really?”
Doctor Langley, a short but rather broad doctor with imposing shoulders and a rough stubble that ran down his neck, looked sympathetic. He took a seat on the small stool the nurse wheeled over and sat knees to knees with Derek. The tiniest fraction of readable sadness tucked behind discerning eyes made Derek flinch and the doctor rested a heavy hand on Derek’s knee.
“We found Rohypnol in his system. And tears– Is there someone else we should call? Couples need support in times like these.”
Some days, Derek flinched when his relationship with Alex got exposed in tiny spaces around unknown people. Back in Timberose, the selling point for him had been how easily he could confess his relationship with both men and not fear retaliation or judgment. The city, on the other hand, lacked an assuring atmosphere, despite having a bustling queer community.
Derek didn’t know Doctor Langley any better than the next random stranger on the street, but the mood remained calm and Derek’s heart ached. He nearly sobbed into his hands.
“No. No. I need to call our boyfriend. He can’t get here quickly but I need to call– Drugs?” He thought Misty and her crew capable of a lot of things, but this never existed on a whole different level. “They drugged him and r–”
“I’m sorry, Mr. Flores.”
At the bed, the nurse kept her eyes down and changed out Alex’s IV bag but the tightness in her jaw and the thin line of her lips said a lot. It’s hard not to feel pity for people in this situation but what Alex needed, what Derek needed, wasn’t pity. They needed Timblin.
“He can go home with you as soon as the discharge papers are signed. I've prescribed a sleep aid, written a recommendation for time off, and have a referral in for a therapist.”
“He has one, already,” Derek said, lowering his head. He didn’t want this polite and cautious conversation. He wanted the bandaid ripped off and the wound exposed. “I need more details, doctor. He doesn’t remember anything and it will drive him mad. Drive us mad. And trust me when I say: it’s better to tell me now rather than have our boyfriend banging at your door for answers.”
Doctor Langley hesitated, allowing the nurse to gather her things and leave. He leaned back in his chair and looked Derek over, allowing the light to catch flecks of gold in his green eyes, hidden under age and thick black-rimmed glasses.
“I don’t like these conversations,” he sighed. “But I’ll be clinical for a moment. They swabbed saliva and semen on his genitals and anus. Anal tearing and swelling were plentiful. There was swelling in his throat and bruising in his mouth, around his jaw, and on his hips and inner thighs. Cracked corners of his mouth and a minor fracture in his wrist. Our conclusion, which is included in our report to the police, is raped while under the effects of Rohypnol by several people for a long period of time. Beyond that, I can’t say more. All I can do is offer my heartfelt apologies and assure you that we are taking the best care of him while he is here.”
Derek felt sick. The air left his lungs and the anger he’d wished for suffocated under the weight of realization. While he sat at home, angry and calling like a clingy, love-sick teenager, they held him hostage and violated him. The only peace he could find in this was that Alex wouldn’t remember it. Or it could be the worst part.
Alex had been so frantic when he arrived home that morning, Derek thought everything had been intentional. How had Alex run home in that condition?
“H-how?” He had to growl out the words just to keep the tears at bay. The doctor looked up from the file and waited, a frown on his face. “How was he able to make it all the way home? Not even realized-”
“Adrenaline,” Doctor Langley offered. “He most likely is suffering from anterograde amnesia. Side effects of the drugs. Is he often prone to panic attacks?”
“Yes.”
The longer they talked, the harder it got to swallow. Derek’s hands itched. He wanted to wrap up Alex, pack him on the train and forget about everything else. Just run back to Timberose Hills. To Timblin.
Timblin needed to be here. Derek didn’t protect Alex. He couldn’t protect him in Timblin’s place. In fact, he didn’t even try. He hadn’t been cautious, just apathetically concerned.
Derek failed.
“Childhood trauma.” The words clipped the air and Derek snapped his mouth shut. He didn't want to think about it, or speak about it. Not now. “He doesn't take medications. Alex manages it with schedules and working for himself. The cabinets are labeled and we have routines. He lets loose once in a while, like last night, but never gets that drunk.”
“He wasn't drunk,” the doctor reminded him. “He was drugged. Once it was in his system, it was over.”
A whimper left Derek and for the first time in a long, long time, terror swallowed him. Like a child locked away in the dark
 He couldn't do this. He couldn't tell Alex. Not alone, but he didn't think he could stomach telling Timblin either. How do you admit you couldn't protect your lover?
“Mr. Flores,” Doctor Langley said, standing. “I think it is best if you contact your boyfriend. These things don’t heal without love and support.”
“How long will he stay asleep?” Derek turned back to the doctor, watching his
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