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Will not being kink aware keep Ray from getting up close and personal with his secret crush?
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Working at Rogue Ink is a dream job for Cruella, especially being around the hunky co-owner, Ray. Even though the money isn’t great, the eye candy and Ray’s caring heart make it all worthwhile. When Cruella risks rejection by inviting Ray to be their partner for a shibari class at Kiss of Leather, they’re thrilled when Ray accepts.
Cruella’s invitation both excites and terrifies Ray. He wants Cruella, but does he also want to become more kink aware? Still, he could kick himself for not making a move yet on the sweet and beautiful Cruella, so maybe this is his chance. His protective instincts have gotten him into serious trouble before, so he’ll be sure not to make the same mistake with Cruella. They’ve made it clear they can take care of themself.
Cruella fears that Ray won’t accept their genderqueer identity and Ray aches to be the strong man Cruella needs. However, when Cruella’s dark past intrudes on their blissful present—Ray’s definition of strength might turn out to be harsher than Cruella is willing to accept...
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Chapter One
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Cruella eyed Ray from behind the desk at Rogue Tattoo, Piercing and Body Mods Studio. Their gaze traveled to the tight as fuck, chocolate brown leather pants he wore, then drank in the sinful way the supple fabric hugged his ass. When Ray reached up to hang his latest tattoo art award next to the entrance, his T-shirt lifted. Cruella held in a moan as Ray’s movement revealed the dimples at the small of his back, highlighted by dragons facing each other above the tempting indentations. Cruella bit their lip then lifted their gaze to track Ray’s colorfully inked biceps that bunched and rolled as he completed his task. 

Hot damn.

What Cruella wouldn’t give to run their hands across the rounded, muscular butt of the man they’d been lusting after for... Almost a year? Even before they’d begun working the reception area at the shop, they’d been getting inked by Ray.

Back when I was still living with Tucker. 

Cruella sighed, then returned to sorting through the new shipment of body piercing jewelry that had arrived that morning. Working at Rogue for the past six months had been amazing. They needed to focus on the pros instead of pining after one of the co-owners. They’d made a wonderful new friend in Liam, finally had a steady income, gotten off the streets and were surrounded by cool people. But more importantly, they weren’t treated like punching bags the way they’d been before. 

Be happy with what you have.

Ray stood back from his project, staring at the framed certificate as he tilted his head. He regarded Cruella. “Does that look straight to you?”

The angle was hard to access from the angle where Cruella sat, so they came out from behind the desk, tugged at the bottom of their black, stretch mini-skirt and took a few tentative steps toward Ray. They were careful not to stand too close. The temptation to touch was becoming harder to resist.

“I think the barest of taps on the bottom left corner, and it’ll be perfect.” Their voice tended to be soft and a bit breathy under normal circumstances, but whenever Ray was nearby, they tried to project more. 

Ray gave Cruella what they were sure was an appraising glance before returning his attention to the award. He did as Cruella had instructed then moved back again. Ray crossed his arms and smiled, nodding his head.

“Yup. That’s much better.” Ray shifted on his feet then coughed into his fist. After shoving his hands into his pockets, he finally regarded Cruella. “So, I was wondering if maybe—” 

“Hi Cruella, hi Ray.” The automatic bell on the door went off at the same time as Liam’s voice sounded. His gaze darted between them. “Oh, sorry. Should I come back later?”

Cruella ducked their head as their cheeks heated. Ray mumbled something then shook his head.

“Of course not, Liam. These are business hours, and anyway...” Ray let out what sounded like a growl of frustration. “Well, anyway, I have stuff to do.” 

His face flushed and Cruella hoped, wished with all their might, that maybe Ray was flustered because he’d been about to ask them out. Even if it wasn’t anything more than hanging out for a beer, it would at least be something. Cruella had spent over a year waiting for Ray to make a move. They figured it was because Ray was their boss. He’d always been very respectful and responsible, had cared about doing the right thing.

Like Cruella, Liam tracked Ray’s hurried steps as he made his way upstairs to the inking and piercing part of the shop above reception. Liam regarded them with a fallen expression.

“I messed up, didn’t I?”

“No, hon, you didn’t.” Cruella shrugged at the futility of it all. “There was nothing to mess up.” 

They turned and went back to the desk to take a seat again. Liam was the only person who knew Cruella had a crush on Ray, but that was only because he’d guessed. Cruella had been keeping that juicy piece of info to themself ever since the moment they’d first eyed the sexy tattoo artist.

Liam took a furtive glance upstairs, then rolled the other office chair next to Cruella. He leaned closer and brought his already quiet voice lower as he spoke. “I keep telling you he likes you. I mean, you know, wants to go out with you. On a date, I mean.” Liam huffed as he frowned. “You know what I’m talking about.”

Liam’s anxiety wasn’t nearly as pronounced when they were alone together. Since Cruella tended to be quieter as well, Liam seemed less nervous around them. But when Liam did need a moment to take a breath, or had to abruptly leave the room, Cruella always understood.

“I do, baby, I do.” Cruella ran their long, purple fingernails through their hair. “And if I can figure out a way to ask him to get together without it sounding like a date, I will.” They locked eyes with Liam. “Ever since the situation with Tucker, I’m a lot more careful.”

Liam sucked in a sharp breath. “B-but Ray...he...he would never...” Liam’s breathing took on a frantic edge and, being mindful not to touch, Cruella caught Liam’s gaze again.

“Look at me, Liam. I’m not implying anything bad about Ray, all right? Let me explain.” They regarded him with concern. “If you need a minute—”

Liam shook his head, then let out a long exhale. “No. I’m okay. I was remembering your ex and I started thinking about all the bad things he did to you, then I thought about how Ray is so good and kind and funny and that he’d never do anything like that, and...and...” Liam rubbed the back of his hand across his forehead. “Wow. I shouldn’t have thought you meant anything bad about Ray. Don’t be mad?”

Cruella gave a light laugh. “I’m not mad, hon. Listen. I’m more careful because of my heart. I’m not being a big chicken, I promise. I want to meet another guy, want to fall in love again. But I don’t want to waste my love on someone who isn’t ready to be with someone like me, or who starts to hate themselves because they do, then...” Cruella lowered their head. “Then takes it out on me.” They inhaled, lifting their gaze. “I don’t need to apologize to anyone for who I am. And I sure as hell don’t need to explain myself. If a man can’t handle that, then whatever. I don’t need them.”

“You’re right, Cruella.” Liam nodded. “I’ve begun feeling that way about my anxiety. Neal is always reminding me that it’s no one else’s business what I’m going through, and I don’t need anyone’s unsolicited advice or opinions, either.”

Cruella smiled, pleased to hear the conviction in Liam’s voice. His fiancé, Neal, had been such an amazing source of support for Liam. Watching them grow together as partners, both in love and business, had been a joy to witness. 

“I admire you for learning that at such a young age, hon.” Cruella bit their lip. “Back then, it really mattered to me that people like me, accept me. I made it too much about what others thought rather than how I felt. More from men than anyone else.” Cruella shrugged. “But I had a fucked-up family, as you know, so there was also that.”

Liam fidgeted, and Cruella imagined his thoughts had gone to his own foster family upbringing. Rather than get into a contest of who’d had the worst time of it growing up, they’d instead become the type of friends who understood where the other was coming from without trying to top each other’s horror stories. They’d been down that road before too. At the age of twenty-six, Cruella was more interested in moving forward and not focusing on all the toxic bullshit they’d already been through.

Liam reached for them, squeezing their arm then letting go. The quick touch warmed Cruella. The gesture was rare for Liam, and Cruella understood the strong intent behind it. 

“I think we both deserve lots and lots of love and happiness because of where we came from.” Liam averted his gaze as he picked at his jeans. “Which is why I think it would be great if you and Ray—”

“There you are, boy.”

Liam broke into a wide grin at the sound of Neal’s voice, and Cruella was relieved at the distraction. While they loved their friendship with Liam, they still weren’t sure when they were going to make a move with Ray and didn’t want to discuss how interested Ray might be.

But it seemed as if Ray was about to ask me something when Liam came in... Cruella slumped in their chair. It was probably only something like whether I could cover someone’s shift. Cruella was always the go-to for shift coverage. They could barely get by as it was, so accepted whatever was offered as often as they could. 

Maybe they’d come up with a good reason to ask Ray out. They had to admit that Ray was an awesome enough catch that if they didn’t make a move soon, someone else would.

A thread of fear coursed through Cruella at the thought of Ray finding anyone else. That’s it. This week for sure. Cruella tucked their hair behind their ears. They’d come up with something fun and platonic then make their move.

* * * *
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Ray absent-mindedly listened to Neal while cleaning his tattoo guns. He used a cotton swab to get into the hard-to-reach areas, narrowing his eyes as his thoughts drifted to the moment downstairs when Liam had entered the shop. 

Almost. I’d almost asked them.

He couldn’t be mad at Liam. It was his own damn fault for taking so fucking long to do anything about his attraction. Back when he hadn’t been an owner, he’d been trying to work up the nerve to ask Cruella out. After all, someone as stunning and sweet as Cruella could have anyone. They looked like a goddamn fashion model. He’d never had trouble attracting partners, but something about the soft-spoken Cruella made him tongue-tied and nervous as hell. Made him wonder if he’d be right for them.

Especially after the way they were treated by that fucking asshole.

When Cruella first came to No Quarter as a customer—before it became Rogue—Ray noticed the bruises they’d tried to laugh off as nothing. He’d been about to rip the guy a new one, if he could’ve ever figured out who he was, but then Cruella had somehow gotten away from the asshat. Then Ray hadn’t wanted to pressure them right away so they could have time to get over their ex, and the next thing after that, he’d been buying the shop. 

It became a case of how unprofessional would he behave and what should he do about it? However, he’d been about to ask Cruella to coffee so they could discuss the possibility of taking things out of the boss-employee zone when Liam’s arrival derailed Ray’s big moment.

“Dude. Are you even listening to me?”

Ray dropped the gun he’d been cleaning, the metal casing hitting the edge of his tray with a clang before tumbling to the floor. “Oh, shit.” He leaned down to snatch it up. “Sorry. Had my mind on something else.”

Neal arched his eyebrows. “You mean someone else?”

Ray smirked at his best friend and business partner. “Don’t you start, too. Liam’s been hinting the hell out of the subject to me for months.”

Neal crossed his arms, giving Ray a smirk of his own. “Then maybe Liam’s tenacity is an indicator you need to do something about what has been obvious to everyone else—including Cruella—for quite a while.” Neal relaxed his posture then dragged a hand across the top of his head. “Look, man. I know it’s not easy taking a chance, not knowing if you’ll be rejected or not. But it’s been a few years now. Don’t let Gianni’s bullshit get in the way of something that could be good for you both.”

Ray went back to working on his gun, pressing his lips together as he tried not to allow the truth of Neal’s astute observation cut through him. “It’s not just that. I don’t want them to think...” He sighed. “I dunno. That maybe my attraction is based on my ex, rather than them as an individual.”

When Neal didn’t respond right away, Ray glanced up to find Neal shaking his head. 

Ray frowned. “What?”

“It never crossed my mind you were thinking such a thing. I figured it was all about not wanting to get hurt after all that shit Gianni laid on you.” Neal crossed his arms again. “Do you feel that’s a possibility? That all you’re hot for is the fact that Gianni was similar in looks to Cruella, but not Cruella themself.”

Ray laid the gun down before he dropped it again. He didn’t see the point in continuing with sterilization under the circumstances. The way their conversation was going, he’d be doing more dropping than cleaning anyway.

“To be honest, I’ve given it a lot of thought and I don’t want to do that to anyone. Especially since Cruella’s been through so much. And I’m not gonna lie, I was attracted to their looks first thing.” Ray sighed. “But in the time I’ve gotten to know them, I’ve had the opportunity to mull all this over. I don’t think there’s anything wrong with being turned on by someone’s looks—that’s natural human behavior. But if that’s all it’s about, if the person doesn’t matter, then that’s where things take a left turn. If I can’t get off with anyone other than a particular type, then yeah, I would’ve thought I’d be edging into that territory. But Gianni was the only guy I was ever with who wore makeup, feminine stuff. And he didn’t identify as genderqueer or enby. This is legit the first person I’ve wanted who doesn’t identify as male or female.”

“Does that part bug you?”

Ray scrubbed his face with both hands. “Not so much bugs, as surprises me. Which makes me feel like an asshole, but I gotta keep it real. If I want to start something up with Cruella, it has to be all about the honesty.”

“Cool, bro. Good attitude.” Neal snorted. “You know how I am regarding complete truth between partners.”

Ray had to laugh. He’d never been into the whole BDSM gig that Neal enjoyed, but he’d picked up a lot about the lifestyle from him over the years. As a Dom, Neal was all about strict honesty. While Ray had never indulged, Neal’s rule had been one of many tenets of the lifestyle he was on board with.

“Yeah, I know.” Ray sighed. “I was actually just about to ask them to grab a coffee and broach the idea of us, you know, maybe hanging out and seeing what happens. But your fiancé walked in right then.”

Neal groaned. “Oh man. Liam will be kicking himself all night about that. He’s been team Rayella for months now.”

Ray dropped his jaw. “Wait, what? He’s been shipping us?”

Neal covered his mouth with one hand as he laughed. “I was sure you knew that already. If nothing else, I want you to go out with Cruella so he can find something else to obsess about.”

Ray dropped his head in his hands. What the hell. It’s no big deal. All they can do is say no, right?

If only his twisting stomach and pounding heart believed him.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Two
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Cruella stood before the mirror in the crappy, tiny bathroom of the studio apartment they shared with Big Boy Bob, one of Rogue’s longtime customers. They’d sworn Bob to secrecy ever since they’d started crashing on his floor. Making enough cash to survive on their own in LA was next to impossible. Before they’d started living with Tucker, they’d had their own place and had been making decent cash from modeling jobs. However, Tucker had taken over every aspect of their lives, controlling them. 

Keeping me prisoner.

The last thing they wanted was sympathy or pity from everyone at work. And really, it wasn’t that big a deal. Staying in a shitty apartment with someone who was nice to them was a helluva lot better than paying for random nights at an even shittier motel, sleeping in the streets or living with the motherfucker who left more bruises than kisses on their face.

Cruella applied a magenta lipstick on their mouth that Elliot, the head chef at Kiss of Leather, had asked them to sample. One of Elliot’s Masters, Tai, had begun his own cosmetics company and needed testers. Since Cruella could barely afford the high-end cosmetics they preferred, and Tai’s makeup was cruelty-free, they’d been thrilled to accept. All they had to do was wear the products then fill out a feedback form once a week.

They smacked their lips, loving the shade and feel of the lipstick. The product promised a few features that Cruella loved—long-lasting, no smearing and it would moisturize their lips with all-natural, chemical-free ingredients. Pleased that their mouth was outlined perfectly, they began to fuss with their long, dark hair. The platinum streaks that had once lined either side of their face had given way to a deep purple dye that added more of a highlight to their hair than a stark contrast. 

Even though the white stripes had been a signature feature since their high school days, they had wanted a new look to go with their new beginning. Being that their skin was so pale—an almost porcelain shade—darker colors were more attractive, in their opinion. It has nothing to do with trying to get Ray’s attention. At least not much. They’d wanted to make a change anyway, but the thought had occurred to them that maybe the new look might catch Ray’s eye.

They ran a dab of product through their hair in an effort to keep the strands from falling completely flat along their forehead and temples. Once they were satisfied, they then attempted to view their outfit from the back. It was a futile effort using the tiny bathroom mirror. What I wouldn’t give for a full-length one. The bearish Bob didn’t go in for such things. 

Instead, they made do with running their hands down the shiny, black pleather leggings, smoothing them out. They verified that they disappeared neatly into the above-the-knee, black suede boots. The chunky heel would make it easier for them when they worked the ropes during their class at Kiss of Leather that night, which was also why they’d opted out of any skirts or dresses. Although, what they wore at any given time was more driven by what appealed to them rather than any other consideration.

As they did up the snaps of a slim-cut, purple satin shirt with long sleeves, they ran a mental checklist of all the things they would need that evening for the shibari class they’d been participating in for the past three weeks. They wouldn’t have enough time to take the bus back to the apartment after work, so they’d have to go straight to the club with whatever they needed. 

The class consisted of eight sessions in total, and no one except Liam knew they were going. The students used a side entrance then would take the stairs down to the closed demonstration room. If it hadn’t been for the flyers advertising the class that Neal had brought to Rogue, they might never have set foot in Kiss of Leather.

Or considered such a class.

They’d always loved the beauty of shibari. On one photo shoot from when they’d still been modeling, they were tied in various positions. While being restrained had freaked them out and they’d barely made it through the job, the resulting images had been mesmerizing. So when the opportunity had presented itself where they could be the one creating the designs, that they could control the other person, the idea to go to the class had taken hold.

And I got to meet Elliot.

They grinned. Running into him had been fortuitous. After their first class, they’d been leaving at the same time as Elliot, and the cook had complimented them on their look. He’d then asked if they’d be interested in trying out cosmetic samples. When Cruella had agreed then gone to the small factory downtown, they’d been impressed with the operation. Cruella had also taken to Elliot’s Masters, Tai and Lucas, right away. They were great people, and Cruella adored how sweet and loving they were with one another.

Someday.

Tucker had almost beaten the joy of love out of them, the wish for a loving partner to share life with, but ultimately, the bastard hadn’t succeeded. Liam and Neal had been a big part of their continued hope. They were able to observe on an almost daily basis what a healthy, committed relationship looked like. 

As they checked their reflection one last time, their thoughts drifted to Ray. He might not be the one, but if they never tried, how would they know for sure? Maybe today would be the day they’d take the plunge and ask Ray out.

Maybe.

* * * *
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Ray paced in his work area at Rogue. Back and forth, back and forth. From the antique medical cabinet that held his inks and equipment, to the edge of his large sectioned-off work area past the inking table. Rogue wouldn’t open for business for another fifteen minutes and no one else had arrived at the shop yet. No customers, no employees. 

No Cruella. 

No one to witness him coming unraveled.

He ran a hand over the long hair that hung from the top of his head and off to one side. The other side was shaved, the brown hair not a spectacular color, but he was more interested in letting the tats that covered a large part of his body and limbs be the statement of who he was and what he was about. After he got one of his chunky, silver rings caught in his hair, he growled his annoyance as he yanked it free. He then switched to rubbing his bearded chin instead.

No big deal. It’s no big deal. Keep it chill, keep it casual. No big deal.

Ray dropped onto the rolling stool he used when he worked then crossed his arms to stop his hands from fidgeting. He’d gotten to the shop earlier than usual to get himself grounded before Cruella arrived. They had the day shift and always arrived early anyway—the perfect set-up to speak to Cruella without anyone else around.

Ray started, almost falling off the back of his chair at the sound of the front door ringer. Oh God. They’re here. He jumped to his feet, took a deep breath while admonishing himself for acting like a nervous cat then marched down the hallway to the open stairs that led to reception. He paused at the top, sucked in another breath then gripped the iron railing as he trotted down the steps.

Ray swallowed hard, almost stumbling a few paces from the bottom when they caught sight of Cruella. Holy mother of God. His gaze didn’t know where to land—the upside-down heart-shaped ass, the long, lean legs encased in sinful suede boots or Cruella’s thick dark hair that hung down their back, almost reaching their waist. Cruella turned around and their eyes met.

Cruella’s kohl-lined eyes stared up at him, the green irises highlighted by flecks of gold, framed by black lashes, making their whole face light up. Ray quickly broke the connection so he could reach the bottom of the stairs without face-planting. Shielding himself behind one of the high-back chairs Liam had purchased for the waiting area was crucial. Half the time when Ray would make himself scarce around Cruella, it was to hide the constant hard-ons Cruella inspired.

“Good morning, Ray.” Cruella’s voice could probably hypnotize him no matter what words they used.

“Good morning.” Once he was safely concealed, Ray lifted his gaze. The meticulously prepared opening line he’d rehearsed flew out of his head, however. Shit. But there was no time for regrets. He had to surge forward to keep from losing such a perfect opportunity. “So, I, uh...” 

The sight of Liam and Neal strolling down the sidewalk toward the entrance jerked Ray out of his Cruella-induced trance. 

He whipped his head around to face them again. “Would you like to get some coffee after work tonight?” His words had tumbled out so fast, he wasn’t entirely sure he’d covered all the pertinent points. It’s coffee, dude. Calm down. “You know, with me?” 

Cruella’s lips parted, the tiniest hint of their pink tongue peeking out from between their teeth. 

“Or...a drink?” He winced. I’ve never seen them drink. What if that’s something they’re not cool with? “Or...” He shoved the hank of hair hanging down one side of his face behind his ear. Fuck me. “Anything you want, really.” 

Ray barely had the chance to groan out his embarrassment at how pathetic his last sentence had been when Neal pushed through the door with Liam in tow, their fingers twined together, laughing about a mystery subject shared between them. Neal caught Ray’s eye then came to an abrupt halt, his brow furrowing. Liam slammed into Neal and Ray noted how red Cruella’s face had become.

Neal gazed at Ray with concern. “Everything cool, bro? You look like you might be sick or something. You’re, like, totally pale.”

Liam gave Neal’s sleeve a few harsh tugs. “Master? We need to go upstairs, right now.”

The crease on Neal’s brow deepened as he shook his head, then regarded Liam. “Can it wait a sec, sweetheart?”

Liam also shook his head, his lips pressed together in a tight line.

Ray sensed Liam understood way more about what was going on than Neal. After what Neal had shared with him about Liam’s hopes for him and Cruella, Ray imagined he’d been the one to clue his Master in.

Neal sighed then turned to Ray again. “Is that all right? We can talk in a minute when I come back downstairs. We’re only stopping by to pick up last night’s deposit to take to the bank and see if you guys needed any change. We’ll be out riding with Derek and Corey today, so wanted to get going early.”

Ray nodded. “Don’t worry about it. Everything’s fine, I swear. Just, uh...” Ray glanced in Cruella’s direction, but they averted their gaze. “You guys go on ahead and we’ll check and see if we need any change.”

Neal glanced between him and Cruella once more then shrugged. “All right, cool. We’ll be right back.”

Liam might have had his head bowed as he strolled past, but Ray didn’t miss the wide grin he was sporting. After Ray made sure they were out of sight and hearing range, he took a tentative step toward Cruella. 

“So,” he said. “Like I was saying—”

“Ray?” Cruella tugged at the bottom of their sinfully tight shirt. “I’m sorry, but I have to say no. I can’t make it tonight because I already have plans.” They licked their full bottom lip, which would’ve normally driven Ray insane, but his heart was busy being crushed. “Another time would be great, though.”

Ray’s shoulders slumped, and he was certain he was about to be as sick as Neal had assumed he was. No big deal, my fucking ass. He gave a shaky laugh, failing in his effort to sound casual. “Yeah, totally. No problem.” Ray shifted from foot to foot. “So, uh, I have to go and, you know, do something. Can you let Neal know about the change?” 

Ray didn’t wait for Cruella’s answer, taking the stairs two at a time as he rushed to escape the humiliation of his rejection.

All they could say was no. 

He wanted to kick himself for believing it wouldn’t hurt so damn much to hear that one word.
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Chapter Three
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Cruella stared at their hands as they tried to regain some composure, gripping the edge of the desk while Ray ran up the stairs. They’d been about to suggest something more concrete than the vague response they’d given, since the only reason they couldn’t do it that night was due to the shibari class. But they’d been tongue-tied, caught off guard by the unexpected invitation. Thrilled for half a second before it all imploded.

I should go up there and explain.

The door ringer sounded and, as two men strolled inside the shop, Cruella realized it was eleven and the business day had officially begun. While Cruella directed one of the men to the notebooks that held sample tattoo designs, they assisted the other at the body jewelry counter. 

Neal’s voice cut through. “Cruella, did you check to see if you need any change before Liam and I leave?”

Cruella put the last jewelry tray back into the glass case. “Sorry, Neal. I... I didn’t get a chance to look yet.” 

Neal regarded the two customers, who were now studying one of the books together and trading opinions on designs. He returned his attention to Cruella. “That’s cool. I’ll grab the deposit, make change from that then drop it back off for you guys.” Neal tilted his head. He leaned in closer then lowered his voice. “Everything okay?”

Cruella averted their gaze and gave an uneasy laugh while making themself busy relocking the case. “Of course.”

One of the men approached. “Excuse me, do you have any appointments available for today?”

Cruella pasted on their customer service smile. “Let me take a peek at the schedule for you.”

Neal sighed. “I’ll be back in a few.”

After verifying who was on deck that day and could fit in an unscheduled customer, Cruella gave the man the usual release forms to fill out. Busy work was good, an excellent way to take their mind off what was going on with Ray upstairs. Neal came and went, the shop too hectic by the time he’d returned to make any more uncomfortable inquiries.

As the day wore on, the opportunity to speak with Ray never presented itself. Their shift managed to be overly busy for a Wednesday. Or perhaps they were more starkly aware of it than usual. Even when the rest of the staff came on duty, they never managed to get Ray alone for so much as a two-minute discussion.

He’s avoiding me.

A startling dose of clarity hit them over the course of the day. The entire time they’d been wondering how attracted Ray was to them, it had been much more than they’d realized. Ray wasn’t just seeking a date or the chance for a quick lay, wasn’t throwing his net wide on the possibility that Cruella might be one of many he could get with. He’d been hoping for much more.

And
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