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      “What do you mean you don’t get it? Sound it out.”

      Dayton stared at the letters until they swam, his brow wrinkled and his bottom lip trapped between his teeth. She always acted like it was so simple. Maybe it was. Maybe he really was just stupid. “Cuh-T-uh.”

      “Cuh-T-uh?” she mocked. “That sound like any word you ever heard of, Dayton? Use your fucking brain. If you even have one. C-A-T. Cat. Cat. How fucking hard is that?”

      Day’s heart shriveled in his chest, and he bit down on his tongue until he tasted blood. If he cried it would only get worse. She got real mean when he cried. “Men don’t cry,” she’d said. Babies cried. Was he a baby? “Sowwy,” he managed, wincing.

      His head shot forward as his grandma’s hand connected with the back of his head. “Sah-REE. Not sowwy. Christ. What am I gonna do with you? You’re as stupid as your fucking mama was, but unlike her, you can’t make a living shaking your ass for money, so you better figure it out.”

      At least she got away. Day hoped she did anyway. Nobody deserved to be trapped in this stupid, gross house with its icky stained walls and dirty floors and poop everywhere from Grandma’s two yappy dogs that bit his ankles and snapped at his face. He hated it there. He didn’t know why he even had to be there. He had to have a dad somewhere, right? Sarah had a dad. Xander had a dad. Joel had two moms, but they were nice. Why hadn’t his mom at least left Day with him?

      Day stared down at his homework, relief flooding his system as he heard the screen door open and shut, his grandma muttering under her breath as she walked away. She was going next door to Jack’s place. She’d be there for a long time. Sometimes, she stayed all night. Day hated being by himself but he loved when she stayed away. He couldn’t use the stove yet, but he had taught himself to use the microwave. But he didn’t have to do that today.

      Today was fried chicken day.

      Day grabbed his book and flew out the door, running the four houses down to Sarah’s house. He skipped knocking on the door. Sarah wouldn’t be there. She was in the fort. Sarah’s dad was the coolest. He built her a fort at the top of the big tree in her backyard. Sarah’s mama also owned a restaurant in town, and they always had the best food at home.

      Day let himself into the backyard, tucking his workbook into his jeans before climbing up the steps nailed to the big tree in the backyard, tapping out their secret knock before flinging open the door. Sarah lay in the corner, putting together a puzzle, her feet swaying as she worked, her black hair plaited along her shoulders in two braids. The tubes that helped her breathe stuck into her nostrils, a small green tank beside her. Sarah was the smartest person Day knew. She was a year older than him but she was two years ahead in school. She looked up as Day came in and slammed the door a little too hard.

      One look at Day’s face and she forgot her puzzle. She sat crisscross applesauce in her overalls and a pink t-shirt that matched her favorite pink sequined Skechers. She handed him a plastic container, and Day’s stomach growled. He attacked the fried chicken and mac and cheese with his fingers, ignoring the fork that sat just to his left. Fried chicken day at the restaurant was Day’s favorite, so Sarah’s mama always made extra just for him.

      While Day shoveled food into his mouth, Sarah took his notebook and carefully finished his homework, doing her best to make their handwriting match. Sarah thought of everything. Day knew it was cheating and that it was wrong, but the last time the teacher had called Day’s grandma, she’d beat him with a switch from the tree out back. The teacher said he had a learning problem. That things were mixed up in his brain and that there were programs to help. His grandma had beat him for embarrassing her. He always embarrassed her. It was bad enough he talked funny, now he couldn’t read. She’d called him the R word. The one the teacher said they weren’t allowed to say.

      When his homework was done and his belly was full, they lay on the floor of Sarah’s fort, staring up past the branches of the tree to the sky above, watching the clouds roll by as the sun set. Sarah’s feet pointed one way and Day’s the other, their heads slotted together so they could both see.

      “When I finally get my new lungs, I’m going to fly away to California and be a movie star,” Sarah said with a sigh. She always said that. She was going to be a big star and be on the tv.

      Day couldn’t imagine wanting that kind of attention. People staring at him, listening to him talk, making fun of him. “Not me. The idea of a bunch of people sta-staring at me sounds kinda awful.”

      He tried to avoid words with Rs and THs. They always made the w sound. His teacher said those were his ‘problem letters.’ He didn’t know what that meant other than that was when the other kids started laughing. His teacher tried to make them stop but she wasn’t with him at recess. Sarah said she thought maybe his eyes and his tongue didn’t talk to each other. His grandma said all letters were his problem, that he was just born dumb…like his mama. That was why he still couldn’t read.

      “Nah, acting is neat. You get to be anybody you want, and you get to wear costumes and makeup and jewelry,” Sarah gushed, ignoring his slowed speech.

      Wearing makeup and jewelry sounded fun, but Day would never do that again. He might be dumb, but he wasn’t that dumb. His grandma had flipped out when she’d seen Day and Sarah playing dress up, said dressing up was for girls and sissy boys. She always liked to use that word. Sissy. She called him that every time he cried, anytime he showed any sign of pain.

      But Sarah always looked pretty in her fancy clothes and her mama’s big earrings and her scarlet lipstick, even if she sometimes put it on outside the lines. Day’s grandma said makeup was for sluts. He didn’t know what a slut was, but it had to be bad because his grandma spit it at him like she did the R word. Day liked the way girl clothes felt. They were soft and silky, and Sarah’s sneakers had sequins. Day didn’t understand how a fabric could be made just for a girl or just for a boy but he didn’t argue with his grandma.

      “I don’t want to be he-ar wif-without you,” Day said, blushing as the words didn’t come out right once again.

      As far as Day could see, anywhere was better than Challis, Idaho.

      “You’ll come with me. I’ll need people.”

      “Why?” Day asked.

      Sarah shrugged. “I don’t know. Movie stars and famous people have people that just do things for them. You could be the person who just does things for me and then we can be friends forever.”

      Sarah started to cough, not a regular cough but one of those coughs that triggered spasms in her lungs. There was nothing to do but wait it out. When it finally died down, she looked pale, with purple crescent moons under her eyes. Sarah had something she called CF. It scarred up her lungs. It was why she needed new ones. But there was a list for new lungs so she had to wait her turn. It seemed weird that there was a list of people who needed new parts. But Sarah didn’t really seem bothered by it. She just sort of acted like it was normal.

      Day wished somebody would give him a new brain or maybe a new tongue, then maybe his grandma would stop hating him. Sometimes, he didn’t think he wanted her to stop hating him. If she loved him then maybe that meant he was like her. He didn’t want to be like her. He hated her back. Sarah said it wasn’t nice to hate people, and he guessed that was true, but he was scared of his grandma. He hated going home. Shouldn’t it be okay to hate somebody who made you scared? Who hit you and was mean to you all the time?

      “Promise me you’ll come with me to California when I get my new lungs,” Sarah said, holding up her pinky.

      Anywhere was better than Idaho. He hooked his pinky with hers. “Okay. As soon as you get new lungs.”
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      “Have you missed Daddy?”

      Dayton tilted his head to the side, giving the man on the other side of the screen a secret smile, the one they all thought was just for them. “Of course, I have. I was starting to think you’d ghosted me.”

      Jay laughed. That wasn’t his real name. That was the thing about this business. Nobody used their real names. Day was almost positive Jay was some kind of attorney given that he was always in a fancy office when they talked and there were rows of hardback law books behind him. Like most of Day’s clients, Jay was married, most likely to a woman who didn’t understand him. That was always their excuse. It sucked for their wives, but Day had to make a living, so he tried to put all of that aside. That was what they paid him for. His time and his attention.

      Day was a liar, too. On the internet, he was Danny from Florida who was just camming to make it through college. Total bullshit. Day hadn’t even made it past the seventh grade, and his shitty LA apartment probably cost three times as much as a shitty Florida apartment. But it was still better than where he started, so if he had to smile and bat his lashes and convince some balding fifty-something-year-old guy with a paunch hanging over his belt that he was the only guy Day truly cared about, then that’s what he’d do. He’d made Sarah a promise. Even if this had never been what she’d had in mind.

      “I would never disappear on you, beautiful. I’ve just been working on a really big case.”

      Jay lived in Los Angeles, just like Day, but he certainly would never tell him that.

      “That’s what you all say, and then poof, you disappear. But that’s alright, another’s always waiting in the wings to take your place.” Day crossed his legs, leaning back for Jay to get a good look at his white silk corset set, complete with lace panties and thigh highs. He crossed his legs, running his nails over the top of the hose, teasing a finger under the elastic.

      “Damn, you look so sexy. Model it for me.”

      Jay had a fetish for lingerie, one Dayton was happy to indulge since he knew for a fact he looked damn good in satin and lace. Besides, Jay had sent Day a lot of money to buy this outfit. Not that Day had spent it all on this bit of frippery. It paid to live in the fashion district.

      Day stood, stepping away from the camera so Jay could see the effort he’d put in for their call. He had on sparkly silver ankle boots and enough makeup on to make a drag queen jealous. He put his hands on his hips and sashayed across his room like he was walking the Paris runways, making sure Jay got a good look at the thong underwear that highlighted the perfect curves of his ass.

      When he made it back to the computer screen, Jay had slouched down in his chair, his computer no longer on the desk but balanced on his knees so Day could see that Jay was most definitely enjoying all of his efforts. “Oh. Looks like somebody’s liking what he sees.”

      Jay had his dick in hand, but he wasn’t furiously working it like some of Day’s cam clients did. Jay paid for the boyfriend experience—or rather, the Daddy experience. He wanted Day all to himself three times a week, and he was willing to shell out Day’s monthly allowance to get it. For what Jay paid, Day would call him St. Francis of Assissi if that’s what got him off. What the fuck did Day care? He was just a performer.

      Some part of Day did wish he could have a real Daddy, not a guy who handed out money just to hear Day call him by the honorific, but a real Daddy. One who cared about Day. One who didn’t care about his flaws and was kind and encouraging when he needed it but was stern and punishing when warranted.

      Los Angeles had a huge kink culture, but with Day’s disability, he wasn’t really sub material. He’d tried a few times to search for a Daddy, but all he’d found were posers who just wanted an excuse to take out their aggression on another person, and Day didn’t have a humiliation kink. He spent enough of his life feeling humiliated, he didn’t need to hear it from a person who was supposed to love and care for him as much as they were supposed to train and discipline him.

      “Get on the bed, baby.”

      Day did as he was told, trying his best to keep his head in the game and not let his mind wander. “How do you want me, Sir?”

      “You know what I want.”

      Day sighed inwardly. For somebody who claimed his wife wasn’t kinky enough, Jay’s requests were always the same. Day turned away from the camera, popping up on his knees, canting his hips back, head and shoulders to the mattress.

      “Open your legs. Wider. Fuck yeah, that’s it.” Day’s eyes caught on a chip in his silver polish. Fuck, he really needed a manicure. “You like that, baby?”

      Day rolled his eyes, grateful the camera couldn’t see his face. “Mmm, yes, Daddy.”

      Day waited for Jay to tell him to lower his panties and start jerking off, but instead, he made a startled noise, a sort of half cry-half shout that had Day spinning around. Even from the strange angle of Jay’s laptop, Day could see crimson blooming from the older man’s collar, overwhelming the snowy starched white fabric faster than Day could even comprehend what was happening.

      Jay made a horrific gurgling sound, and then his laptop tumbled backwards. Day sat frozen on the edge of the bed, hand to his mouth for a solid minute. Hands trembling, he crept closer to his monitor.

      “Jay?” he whispered. There was no response. Day felt like his whole body was electrified, a metallic taste coating his tongue. “Jay?” he tried again, his voice one step above his last attempt.

      A shadow swept across the camera’s lens, and then a figure stood above, peering down at the laptop. It felt like he was looking directly into Day’s soul. Day wanted to disconnect before the man saw him, but it was already too late. Day sat in a well-lit room. He was probably visible from Mars, unlike the man shrouded in darkness, with only Jay’s amber desk lamp for light. Before Day could think to do anything, a booted heel came towards his face, causing Day to yelp and jump away even though he wasn’t the victim of the man’s assault. Jay’s laptop was.

      Day sat there at his desk for far longer than he should, but his limbs felt like they were encased in cement. Jay was dead. Somebody had killed him. Right? Nobody could survive that kind of blood loss. Had the killer seen Day? Did it matter? Day hadn’t really seen him. But did the killer know that? Could he find Day if he wanted to? Day bounced on his heels. What the fuck was he supposed to do? Report a murder of somebody named Jay in Los Angeles? What if that wasn’t even his real name?

      “Fuck! Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.”

      Day picked up his cell phone and dialed 911, his teeth gnawing through the polish on his already chipped thumbnail. “911. What’s your emergency?”

      “I think I just saw a man get murdered.”

      There was a pause. “You think…you saw a man get murdered?” the woman asked, her tone edging on boredom.

      “Yeah. I was on a video call with a…friend, and I think somebody slit his throat.”

      “What’s this friend's name?”

      “Uh, Jay.”

      “Jay what, sir?”

      “I-I don’t know.”

      “You don’t know your friend’s last name?”

      Day sighed. “Look, I’m a cam model. I talk to men for a living. I only know he was an attorney named Jay, and he lives somewhere here in Los Angeles.”

      “Sir, please hold the line.”

      Day did as she asked, grimacing at the feel of nail polish flakes on his tongue even though he had no intention of stopping.

      “Sir? Please give me your name and address. I’m sending officers to your home to get more information.”

      Day didn’t have any more information to give, but he rattled off his name and address anyway. As soon as he disconnected, he set about changing his clothes, ditching his satin and silk for threadbare black athletic shorts and a red cropped hoodie. He scraped off his makeup and tossed the makeup wipes into the trash just as his phone dinged.

      It was a notification. DannysDaddy666 has sent you money.

      It wasn’t unusual to get notifications like that. Day was auctioning off his virginity to whichever of his patrons donated the most this year as long as they met his minimum bid of ten thousand dollars. A price that Day had assured himself none of them would be willing to give just to be his first non-silicone dick. Day usually received anywhere from one hundred to five hundred dollars from most of his clients once or twice a week. At least, the ones he considered his private patrons. But there was one who never wanted to be seen on camera. He only wanted to watch. DannysDaddy666. Day hated the name as much as he hated the black screen that accompanied their playtime. The man even disguised his voice. It made Day leery, but as long as his money cleared, Day was willing to tolerate his weird stipulations.

      Day signed into his CashApp and frowned. Six thousand dollars? Nobody had ever sent him an amount that high. Not even Jay and he paid Day fifteen hundred a month. He had anyway. Day felt like a dick for missing the money more than the man, but Jay’s money paid half of his rent and Jay had no interest in ever meeting face to face. He’d been the perfect client.

      Day clicked on the note section, and his blood ran cold.

      
        
        Soon it will just be you and me. Love, Daddy.

      

      

      Day shivered. Talk about bad timing.

      He tossed his phone on the bed just as there was a knock on the door. “Police, open up.”
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      “Thanks for agreeing to see me today. I know you were supposed to be heading back to Miami.”

      Jackson Avery leaned back in his chair, giving a tight smile to the old man seated on the other side of his desk. It had been years since he’d seen Detective James Sadwell—or Jimmy as he was known to his friends. Jackson hadn’t actually agreed to meet with him. Lincoln Hudson’s secretary had booked the appointment after Jimmy had told her that he and Jackson were old friends. They were not. Jackson didn’t feel the need to point that out though since Jimmy hadn’t arrived alone.

      “What do you need, Jimmy?” Jackson asked, refusing to use his title of Detective.

      Jimmy rubbed the back of his neck, his tongue darting out to moisten deeply chapped lips. “So, I got a bit of a situation, and I was hoping you might be able to help me out.”

      Time hadn’t been good to Jimmy. Jackson vaguely remembered the man coming to his house for barbeques, smoking stogies with his father, drinking far too much beer. He had seemed old back then, but now, he was horribly thin, his yellowing teeth pointing this way and that. His checkered pants and stained golf shirt clearly had seen better days. Unless the LAPD had gotten very lax with their dress code, Jimmy wasn’t there on official business.

      Jackson glanced out the glass wall of his office to where a young man with platinum hair and skin the color of cream sat at an empty desk taking selfies from every angle as he made faces at the camera. He reminded Jackson vaguely of Wyatt, though the boy seemed rougher somehow, like maybe he’d lived a harder life than Wyatt.

      Jackson forced his gaze back to Jimmy. “Does this situation have anything to do with the supermodel out there?”

      Jimmy’s gaze flicked back to the boy, and he rolled his eyes when he saw the boy snapping away with his phone. “Yeah. Yeah it does. So, this kid, his name is Dayton Daniels. He witnessed a murder, and I need somebody to watch over him until we can apprehend the suspect.”

      Jackson arched a brow. “Isn’t that your job?”

      The old man scoffed like Jackson was being deliberately obtuse. “Come on, Jackie. You know Wit Sec doesn’t include protecting a potential witness when there’s nobody in custody.”

      Jackson did know that, but he didn’t know what made this case so unique that this guy—Dayton—needed protection from someone who hadn’t even been caught. It didn’t really make much sense unless the suspect somehow knew Dayton was a witness. Still, there was something off about Jimmy’s assessment.

      “How close are you to catching the guy?” Jackson asked. Jimmy’s gaze slid away, which was an answer in and of itself. “Are you asking me to have one of my guys watch your witness for an indeterminate amount of time while you guys try to run down a murderer? My guys make mid six figures a year. You think I owe you a six figure favor?”

      “I don’t think I can put a price tag on what I did for your family, Jackie. Think of the heartache I spared your mother. The financial ruin.”

      “Nobody asked you to do any of that, but that’s neither here nor there. You need to start telling me why this kid is such a high priority target.”

      “I don’t know that he is. Normally, I’d just add extra patrols and tell the kid to be careful about what he posts on social media, but as you can see, he doesn’t listen for shit.”

      The ‘kid’ in question was now recording a video, animatedly talking about something Jack couldn’t hear. He found himself sidetracked, watching the boy’s full candy pink lips as he swept his hands from one side to the other as he talked.

      Jackson couldn’t tear his gaze away from the boy’s face. “I’m still not following.”

      “Look, I’m gonna level with you, but this has got to stay in the vault.”

      Jackson forced himself to give Jimmy his sole attention, nodding so he knew he’d heard him.

      “He’s the sole witness to the murder of Assistant District Attorney, Bradley Jansen.”

      Jackson had heard of the case. It was big news. But there’d been no mention of a witness. “Sounds like that would be worthy of a few extra patrols. How exactly did this boy end up witnessing Jansen’s death? And why haven’t we heard a peep about him? They said Jansen had his throat slit in his office after hours. Was this kid a client?”

      “No,” Jimmy said, rubbing a hand over his face. “Jansen was the client…if you get my drift?”

      Jackson glanced over at Dayton once more. “You saying the kid’s a pro? Jansen’s gay?”

      “The kid’s not a hooker, but he was in the middle of a…performance when the killer ambushed Jansen.”

      Jackson really wished Jimmy would get to the point. The man had been a cop for decades. Why was it so hard to just spit out the story? “The killer left a witness behind?”

      Jimmy shifted uncomfortably. “Dayton was performing for him on camera. A private show. He’s a camboy.”

      Jackson frowned. “A what?”

      “A virtual hooker. A cyber prostitute. Whatever you want to call it. The client tells him what to do and he does it.”

      “Sex worker,” Jackson corrected, unsure why the mislabeling annoyed him.

      Jimmy frowned. “What?”

      “We don’t call them prostitutes. They prefer the term sex workers,” Jackson explained.

      Jimmy sneered. “Call him whatever you want. The kid is infuriating. He refuses to stop seeing clients. He refuses to stay off social media. He’s auctioning off his virginity to the highest bidder for fuck’s sake. Not that I believe for one second that kid’s a virgin. You should see the toy box he travels with. It’s not right.”

      Jackson examined the young man closer this time. He wasn’t alone anymore. Wyatt now peered over the boy’s shoulder, waving and talking to whatever audience might be on the other side of the lens. Wyatt was a YouTuber with a huge following and was the husband of Jackson’s LA branch manager, Linc. Linc, who would have a fucking stroke if Wyatt somehow ended up on a porn channel, or worse, on a murderer’s radar. Not that Wyatt wasn’t perfectly capable of endangering himself. Sometimes, Jackson was sure Wyatt and his crew of misfits were there just to keep him in business.

      Jackson sighed. “I can’t ask my guys to forgo a paycheck for an indefinite amount of time. Where are you on this case? Any ideas about who specifically might have had it out for the ADA? I imagine the list is insanely long. I can’t babysit the kid forever.”

      “I need your help, Jackie. I’m calling in my favor.”

      Jackson clasped his hands on his desk, forcing himself to remain calm. He wasn’t one to anger quickly. “Three months. Tops. If you don’t have this figured out by then, he goes back to being your problem. That’s the best I can do.”

      “That’s fair.” Jimmy looked around the office, eyes landing on Linc, who was currently running a meeting in the conference room. “You’re going to need somebody who can handle him. The kid looks sweet and innocent, but he’s a real bitch.”

      Jackson shook his head. “I’ll do it.”

      Jimmy did a double take. “Wait. You? You don’t even live here. I mean, I guess I could try to clear it for him to leave the state, but…”

      Jackson waved a hand, dismissing the man’s words. “I have a house here. I can run things from this coast as easily as I can the other. Besides, my mom will be thrilled I’m still here so she can harass me about not giving her any grandchildren.”

      All tension seemed to leave the detective. “Don’t your sisters have, like, three kids each?” Jimmy asked with a laugh.

      “Della has three. Mariah has four. Ruby has three. Somehow, that doesn’t take away from the fact that I’ve provided her with none. She keeps pointing out that I’m not getting any younger, ignoring the fact that my lifestyle doesn’t really provide the ideal environment for children or that I’m very much single.”

      “What happened to that little blonde actress you used to hang out with?”

      “Charlie? She was dating Linc’s sister. We’re just friends. She’s…not my type.”

      Jimmy nodded. “Give my love to your mother and sisters. I’ll have the kid’s things delivered to your place if you text me the address. Again, I really appreciate you doing this for me. I miss your pops every day. He was one of the good ones.”

      Bullshit. Jackson didn’t comment any further. Jimmy rose and shook his hand. The movement seemed to capture both boys’ attention, and Dayton seemed to notice Jackson for the first time. His eyes widened and he said something to Wyatt, who laughed, his look growing alarmingly conspiratorial.

      Jimmy walked to the door. “Dayton. Come here, please.”

      Dayton rose from the chair in one regal move. He wore tight jeans that clung to long shapely legs and a baby blanket pink sweater that fell off one pale shoulder. Every move he made, from the way he walked to the way he held his hands fascinated Jackson. It was like the boy was a puppeteer with strings dangling from each elegant finger.

      Dayton slid past Jimmy in the doorway, giving Jackson what he could only describe as a hungry look, a slow smirk crossing his pretty face. “Hey, Daddy,” the boy murmured, his voice just dripping with sex.

      Jimmy’s face flushed. “Dayton!”

      Dayton shrugged his bare shoulder, batting dark lashes at the old man. “What? What’d I do now, Father Flanagan? Not everything I say is a scandal. Take a pill before your heart gives out.”

      Jimmy looked like he wanted to strangle the boy. “Look, Jackson’s agreed to take you on as a client until we apprehend the man who murdered ADA Jansen. You could at least show him some respect.”

      Jackson watched as the first crack in the boy’s armor appeared. His smirk slowly melted away as his brows drew together in confusion. “What? What does that even mean? I don’t want to be anybody’s client.”

      Jimmy scowled. “You’re going to stay with Jackson, and he’s going to keep you safe until we find our suspect.”

      Dayton jerked his head back and forth. “No. No way. I have a business to run. I can’t be sharing a space with some cop while I’m performing. It’s bad for business.” Once more, Dayton looked Jackson up and down like he was a piece of meat. “Unless, of course, you want to join me on camera. I bet my fans would love to see us together. All that perfect dark skin pressed up against my peaches and cream complexion.”

      “Dayton!”

      Dayton rolled his eyes. “Ugh, fine. But I’m not going to stop working. I have a really good following, and maintaining that following takes constant content creation.”

      “You’ll have your own room. It’s none of my business what you do as long as it stays in that room,” Jackson said, feeling the need to suddenly adjust himself, grateful the desk blocked his semi-rigid cock. The thought of Dayton touching himself on camera was a tantalizing enough prospect, but the thought of Jackson having access to all of him, doing anything he pleased while the world watched… That was far too alluring for three o’clock on a Friday afternoon. He forced himself to keep his face blank.

      Jimmy also frowned at Jack. “Uh, are you sure he should be…uh…working? What if the killer traces his IP address or something?”

      “There’s nothing in my apartment that’s not encrypted. I built each of my apartments to be my own private Fort Knox. He’ll be fine. You asked me to do this. Don’t question my methods.”

      Jimmy gave Dayton one final look. “I’ll guess I’ll leave you to it then.”
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      The man on the opposite side of the desk was beautiful, Day hadn’t been lying about that. He was also insanely intimidating. Even from across four feet of mahogany, the man seemed to take up all the space between them. He was large—wide-receiver huge—with warm umber skin that stretched across biceps bulging from beneath a black v-neck t-shirt, leading to muscular forearms and strong hands. He had a close cropped fade, bushy brows, lashes that highlighted whiskey-colored eyes, and a thick beard that only seemed to enhance the perfect pout of his lips. The man made Day both scared and horny.

      With Jimmy gone, all of Day’s bravado dissolved. Jimmy had called the man Jackson. Jackson didn’t appear to be as easily excitable as Jimmy. In fact, he had a stillness about him that set Day’s teeth on edge. He crossed his legs, flicking at some invisible spot on his nail, afraid to make eye contact with the larger man.

      “You okay? You want some water or anything?” Jackson asked.

      Day brushed his hair from his eyes, giving Jackson a haughty look. “No, thank you,” he said, voice sounding prim. “I’m fine.”

      Jackson grunted, opening up the MacBook in front of him. His fingers were surprisingly nimble on the small keyboard, which sent Day’s mind drifting to what other things Jackson might do with those hands.

      “Full name?”

      “What?” Day blurted.

      Jackson arched a brow. “Your full name. Can I have it?”

      “Dayton Lee Daniels,” Day mumbled. He hated how hick his name sounded.

      “Birthday?” Jackson asked, his deep voice stirring something in Day’s belly.

      “December twenty-first, nineteen ninety-seven.”

      “Address?”

      Day hesitated before rattling off the address of his shabby efficiency apartment off of Wilcox. Jackson apparently had multiple apartments that he called home, one of which he’d be sharing with Day. Part of him thought the whole thing was stupid, while another was just the tiniest bit relieved that he wouldn’t panic every time he so much as heard a neighbor coming home at night.

      Day jumped when the printer whirred to life. Pull it together, crazy. Jackson reached beneath his desk and pulled three pages from the printer and passed them across to Day. They were still warm to the touch. “What’s this?” Day asked.

      “Just a standard contract. I’ve removed the compensation part since this is being done pro-bono, but I still need it for the files. Just look it over and sign the line on the third page.”

      “Okay,” Day managed, trying to quell the sudden panic arching through his blood like lightning. He glanced down at the page, hands shaking as he pretended to peruse the contract, uncertain if he seemed to be reading too fast or too slow. Most of the words and sentences were as jumbled as hieroglyphics. He understood some words simply by sight, but most made little sense to him.

      “You’re so stupid, Dayton.”

      He shook the voice away, slowly looking through each page before finally signing on the bottom line with a mad squiggle that looked like it was done by a child. When he finished, he handed the pages back, tilting his chin up to look Jackson in the eyes. He refused to be ashamed. He might not be able to read, but he got by just fine.

      “You might be the first person who ever read this contract,” Jackson said with a deep rumble of a laugh. “Most people just sign their lives away.”

      “My life is mine, but for you, Daddy, the rest is definitely negotiable,” Day said with a wink.

      Jackson stood, coming around to lean on the desk beside Day’s chair. “You can call me Jackson,” he said, a slight warning to his tone.

      Day sat forward, pressing his elbow to the chair arm so he could prop his chin on his hand. “You’re no fun.” He pouted.

      Jackson shoved his hands in the pockets of his track pants, bending at the waist so he was hovering close enough for Day to feel his breath. “I’m lots of fun, Hollywood. But a word of warning. Don’t call me Daddy unless you mean it.”

      Day was positive his heart stopped, his dick hardening in his much too tight jeans. Before he could think of a comeback, Jackson was gone, walking to the copier, presumably to give Day a copy of their contract. What if Day did mean it? Fuck.

      Day couldn’t think about that. He couldn’t think about anything but working. He needed to keep up his hustle if he eventually wanted to make enough money to get out of this industry and out of that town. He’d made a promise to Sarah, but this wasn’t what she would have wanted for him, and he just wasn’t talented enough to be famous for anything other than his body. Sarah had been the talent. Day had always been the sidekick. He’d give anything to be able to be Sarah’s sidekick once more.

      Sadness overwhelmed him. He clicked his phone on, checking how many likes and comments he’d gotten on his Instagram story. He smiled when he noted that Wyatt had tagged himself and shared it to his Twitter. That was guaranteed to bring more people to his social media and his OnlyFans accounts.

      Day spent the next several minutes losing himself to scrolling, not sure what else to do. Jackson had disappeared into the big conference room with all the other beefy looking security guys. Even Wyatt was in the room, sitting on a chair in the corner, legs criss crossed, as he tapped away on his phone. Day wondered if he was texting the big guy running the meeting because every few seconds the man would look at his phone and then give Wyatt a dirty look, which only seemed to amuse Wyatt.

      Day longed for a relationship like that. He couldn’t imagine what it would feel like to be with somebody who loved him no matter what. Not some sappy greeting card love with hearts and rainbows and flowery speeches about unconditional love, but the ride-or-die love you have through cancer and missing limbs and fifty pounds of stress eating or finding out you didn’t qualify for a lung transplant… That kind of love. But Day didn’t think that kind of love was real. It was just some gimmick used to sell Hallmark movies. Real relationships came with all kinds of conditions, and Day didn’t think he’d ever find somebody willing to overlook his many, many flaws.

      “You ready to go, Hollywood?”

      Day dropped his phone as Jackson’s voice boomed from behind his shoulder. “Uh, yeah. Sure.”

      Day turned to find Jackson wearing aviator sunglasses and holding a pair of keys with the Mercedes emblem on them. Day kept a death grip on his phone as he followed Jackson to the elevators, feeling like the entire office watched them both depart. Maybe it was just because Jackson was the boss. Day snuck another look at him where he leaned against the back panel of the elevator, ankles crossed as he stared straight ahead. Well, at least, Day thought he did. It was hard to tell with his dark lenses.

      As they exited the elevator, Jackson’s hand settled at the small of Day’s back, warmth seeping through the layers of denim, making
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