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      “You sure you want to do this, man? Once you walk in that door, there’s no going back.”

      Callum Whyte licked his lower lip but refused to meet his friend’s gaze. Outside, a storm raged, fogging the windows until it felt as if he and Bastian were locked in a protective bubble, the soothing white noise of the rain and the purr of the engine a balm for Cal’s frayed nerves.

      “Yeah, I have to do this. I don’t have a choice.” It wasn’t a lie. “Besides, you said he’s cute, right?” When Bastian didn’t answer, he flicked his gaze towards him. “Right?”

      Bastian nodded, the top half of his face shrouded in the shadows of the car’s interior but his mouth illuminated by the glow of the streetlight just outside. “Yeah, he’s smoking hot but, like, in a George Clooney kinda way. Like, guys who have this kind of money are never our age.” Seeming to remember who he was talking to, he corrected himself. “Well, in the real world outside of Roosevelt Academy.”

      Cal had spent most of his life living with money that would have afforded him not only an apartment in the building just outside but the entire building itself had he wanted it. Bastian, however, hadn’t grown up in privilege. They were friends by accident, thrown together by circumstance and proximity. Now they were the same, thanks to his father. “Even if he’s ninety, I have to do this. Just tell me what I need to know.”

      Bastian nodded. “Like I said, he’s particular. His name is Gideon, but you will refer to him only as Daddy unless he says otherwise. He will punish you. Usually, it’s spanking.” Usually? The thought sent a strange arch of electricity through his bloodstream, but he didn’t interrupt. “He uses the traffic light system. Green is good, yellow means you need a break, and red means everything stops. He will ask you, and you’ll repeat it just like that. Don’t fake your responses to him. If you’re into it, great. If you’re not, that’s fine too, but if you moan like a porn star and like you’re putting on a show, he’ll end the whole thing.”

      It seemed strange that a guy hiring a prostitute would be mad if they faked enjoyment, but what did Cal know? Admittedly, he had limited experience with this sort of thing. It wasn’t like he’d ever wanted for money before, and his sexual encounters were the typical drunken fumbling of most nineteen-year-olds. He’d done nothing like this before, especially with an older man. A shiver ran over him. He had to do this. He didn’t have a choice.

      Cal could tell Bastian was nervous about recommending him for the job. He wanted to reassure him that he wouldn’t embarrass him, but he was almost positive if he tried to talk his voice would shake.

      “He will want you to stay afterwards. He’s real big on that. He’ll use you hard. He’s big, in every sense of the word. But afterward, he will want to take care of you. It’s part of the package, and he’s a high roller, so you’re going to let him. Honestly, you’ll need it, anyway. Don’t fight him. Don’t try to leave as soon as it’s over. He’ll tell you when he’s done. He’s paid Hillary for the whole night. Any cash he gives you is a tip, and it’s yours to spend. Once you leave, call Hillary so she knows you’re okay. That’s non-negotiable. She’s really protective of us, and she doesn’t like worrying.”

      A madam with a heart of gold. Cal fought the nervous giggle that threatened to bubble out of him. Instead, he gave a stilted nod. He could do this. He’d been in pain before. He’d never had anybody whip or spank him, but he’d broken his finger during lacrosse and he’d broken his leg skiing in Vail with his dad when he was thirteen. Bastian had promised the guy wasn’t a monster, just kinky. Cal could handle kinky.

      He turned in his seat, thrusting his shoulders back and lifting his head. “How do I look?”

      Bastian pushed Cal’s chocolate brown hair back off his face, narrowing his gaze. “Good. You’re kind of little. I think he’ll like that.”

      “Wow. You don’t have to be a dick.”

      “Shut up. You know what I mean. You have that heroin chic, chiseled cheekbones and lanky build look. He’ll like that he can manhandle you. It’s a compliment, asshole.”

      He’d have to take Bastian’s word for it. “And you’re sure this dude’s not a serial killer or something?”

      “He’s Hillary’s most loyal client. The problem is, he never uses the same boy twice. She’s constantly having to scout new talent for him. He’s not a bad guy, just…damaged. Hillary thinks he lost somebody. We get a lot of those types. Widowers, divorced dudes. He’s just another lonely guy with money.”

      “Got it,” Cal lied. He didn’t imagine there were a lot of hot, rich guys that bought their dates verses just picking one out of a group of willing males or females. For as long as Cal could remember, his father had always had beautiful women dying to be the next Mrs. Whyte, but his father had a short attention span…with everyone in his life.

      “When you get to the front desk, just say ‘Gideon’s expecting me’ and act like you belong.” Cal was reaching for the door when Bastian stopped him with a hand on his shoulder. “Do yourself a favor. Don’t kiss him. I know it sounds cliché, but it’s just better that way. This will be intense enough without…that.”

      Cal frowned but nodded. “I’ll see you back at the apartment.”

      He made it past the doorman and desk clerk without incident. Cal was lucky, he supposed—he still looked like he had money. His black pants and crisp white button-down shirt were expensive and tailored to hug his form. Without his jacket and tie, there was no sign this was a school uniform. It was only once he stood outside the door to the stranger’s apartment that the weight of what he was about to do hit him. This is what his life had come to…anonymous kinky sex for money. He shook off the thought and rang the doorbell before self-pity could sink its claws in any deeper.

      The door swung open, and Cal froze. Bastian had lied. This man—Gideon—wasn’t hot. He was fucking Clark Kent, tall and tan, with a square jaw, black wavy hair, and a five o’clock shadow. He appeared to be in his late thirties or early forties. Creases formed in the corners of his stunning eyes, a bright, clear turquoise blue even behind the lenses of black-framed glasses. Cal couldn’t seem to find his voice. He just stood, gaping at the man in his oatmeal colored cashmere sweater and form fitting dress pants. Cal’s gaze dropped to the floor. The man was barefoot. It made the whole thing seem more intimate somehow.

      “Come in.”

      Cal’s heart raced as he crossed the entrance. The space was cavernous. An L shaped open loft with gleaming wooden floors and a wall of windows that seemed to lead to a balcony outside. Cal wasn’t certain because, like the car, the windows had fogged over, leaving what lay on the other side a mystery. His gaze swung from one space to the next, desperate for any place to look but at the man standing in front of him.

      A kitchen with pale wood cabinets and high end stainless steel appliances dominated one wall, and a living space with a brown leather sofa and two olive green chairs took up the space closest to the balcony, but Cal’s eyes locked on the enormous king-size bed framed against the exposed brick wall. There was no headboard, only a large mirror.

      Gideon closed the door behind Cal and gestured for him to walk farther into the room. “I trust Hillary explained how this works?”

      “Y-Yes,” he mumbled, his cheeks flaming as the man’s brows lifted. “Yes, Daddy,” he added, hating how awkward he sounded.

      “You don’t have to call me that just yet. You may call me Gideon until we begin. What should I call you?”

      Bastian had told Cal to choose a moniker, a name for his clients with no ties to his real life, but now he floundered. “I—”

      “Is this your first time?” Gideon asked, his gaze pinning him in place.

      “I’m not a virgin,” he promised.

      The man smirked, sliding his hands into his trouser pockets as he leaned against the back of the sofa. “Is this your first time doing this for money?”

      “Am I that obvious?” Cal asked.

      “You just seem nervous.”

      That was an understatement. He wanted to kick himself. He couldn’t afford to botch this. “They gave me a lot of rules. I just don’t want to disappoint you.”

      It wasn’t a lie. Cal hated disappointing people. He prided himself on being likeable. Agreeable. The good son. The good friend.

      “I believe you.”

      Cal gave a timid smile as relief flooded him. But it was short-lived. Gideon closed the distance between them, tipping Cal’s chin up, forcing him to meet his gaze. “If you’re having doubts, say so. It’s alright. This is a lot for somebody new. You can walk out the door right now, and I’ll never tell Hillary you left. It’ll be our little secret.”

      “Why would you do that?” Cal asked before he could stop himself.

      “Because playing with unwilling participants isn’t what I’m after. You don’t look like most of Hillary’s boys. I don’t want you doing something you regret out of…desperation.”

      Was this guy serious? He’d let Cal walk out, just leave and keep money he hadn’t earned? It sounded too good to be true, but one look at the man’s face and Cal knew he wasn’t lying. Gideon was giving him permission to go. He’d be able to afford food and his meds without having to sacrifice his dignity. But he couldn’t seem to will his feet to move. “I want to stay. But…I don’t…I don’t know what I’m doing. I’m probably going to mess up.”

      The way Gideon looked at him just then warmed Cal’s entire body, his cock hardening as Gideon murmured, “Oh, I certainly hope so.”

      Gideon removed his glasses and sweater, leaving him in a white oxford shirt and tailored pants that hugged his thick thighs. He rolled up his sleeves, revealing muscular forearms. “How do you address me?” he asked, all trace of affability leaving him in an instant.

      “Daddy,” Cal managed, breathless.

      “What do you say if you need me to pause?”

      “Yellow.”

      “And if you want me to stop altogether?”

      “Red.”

      “Good boy,” Gideon purred, stroking Cal’s cheek with his free hand. “You’re a natural.”

      Cal tipped his face into the caress, his heart tripping at the praise. Everything felt heavy like each word, each gesture carried weight. He couldn’t explain this sudden pull, this need to please the stranger standing before him, but it meant everything. He wanted to be his good boy.

      “I won’t stop unless you give me those words. Do you have any hard limits?”

      “Hard limits?” he parroted, not understanding the question.

      He gave a patient smile. “Things you just won’t allow? Things you don’t like and don’t want me to do to you.”

      Cal’s cock twitched at Gideon’s words. He would do things to Cal. Did he have hard limits? Things he wouldn’t let this stranger do to him? He had no frame of reference other than porn. “I… No gross bodily fluids, I guess. I’m not into, like, golden showers or anything like that. And condoms. You have to wear one,” he finished, blushing once more.

      “Of course. Is that it?”

      No kissing. Bastian’s voice bounced around in his head, the volume increasing each time he uttered the words. No kissing. No kissing. No kissing. Cal nodded. “Yes.” Idiot.

      “Yes, what?” Gideon asked, his voice a low rumble.

      “Yes, Daddy.”

      Once more, the man caressed his cheek. “You’re going to do so well.” Cal closed his eyes, tipping his face against his hand, hungry for his touch. The man gave a sound of approval. “So responsive. Hillary outdid herself with you.”

      As far as compliments went, it was a strange one, but butterflies took flight in his belly.

      “Let’s begin. Take off your clothes,” Gideon demanded. “Everything.”

      Cal’s mouth was a desert at Gideon’s words. His hands shook as he undid the buttons of his shirt, unable to tear his eyes from Gideon who unbuckled his own belt, pulling it free and wrapping it around his hand.

      Cal removed his clothes with no finesse, letting each piece fall until he was naked and trembling before Gideon, fighting the urge to hide his obvious arousal. Cal had never felt so…vulnerable.

      “You’re beautiful,” Gideon stated almost as if he could feel Cal’s trepidation. “Turn around for me.”

      Cal did as Gideon asked, grateful the man couldn’t see him blush at the compliment. Cal knew he wasn’t ugly—though he was small, he was fit from years of sports. Nothing like Gideon’s toned, fit build though. If anything, Cal might seem too skinny, too small, almost feminine in the right light.

      “Perfect,” Gideon muttered under his breath before closing the space between them, his fingers trailing over the tattoo on Cal’s shoulder. A small sparrow. “It suits you, this…little bird.”

      Did it? He sucked in a startled breath when lips scraped against his shoulder, his hands flailing at his sides before reaching behind him, gripping the man’s pants more to anchor himself than to bring him closer.

      Gideon caught Cal’s hands in his. “No touching unless I give you permission. Understand? You get only what I give you.”

      Goosebumps erupted over his skin. “Yes, Daddy.”

      “Good boy.”

      Pleasure bloomed behind his ribcage, but nerves took its place as the leather belt grazed his skin. Cal had never been spanked, not with a hand or a belt, not even as a child. Somebody would have had to care enough to discipline him, and that was the one luxury Cal had never had.

      He dragged the leather strap along Cal’s thigh. “You belong to me tonight. You’re mine. Just mine. Say it.”

      Cal closed his eyes. “I’m just yours, Daddy.”

      He gasped as Gideon’s hand came to rest low on his belly, the older man’s nose pressing behind Cal’s ear. “Open your eyes and look at me.” Cal forced his eyes open, meeting Gideon’s gaze in the mirror, heart racing at the obscene portrait they made. “Now, say it again.”

      “I’m yours, Daddy,” he repeated. “Just yours.”

      Gideon pulled him back against him.

      “I’m going to spank you. Do you understand?”

      He shivered. “Yes, Daddy.”

      “Does the thought of being helpless scare you, little bird?” he murmured against Cal’s ear, biting down on his earlobe.

      Cal’s nipples hardened, his cock twitching. If it did, he was definitely experiencing an inappropriate fear response. “A little bit, Daddy,” he acknowledged.

      “Yellow or red and we stop immediately. If you don’t say it, I won’t stop. I’m going to spank you until you cry, and then I’m going to fuck you as many times as I like, however I like. If you’re good for me, if you behave, I’ll let you come too. Do you understand?”

      Jesus. Cal swallowed hard. “Yes,” he whispered before remembering himself. “Yes, Daddy.”

      There was a low growl from behind his ear. “Do you feel how hard you make me?”

      There was no missing his erection, pressed against the small of Cal’s back. He was huge, just as Bastian said. “Yes, Daddy.”

      “Does that excite you?”

      It did. It excited him and scared him in equal measure. He’d only bottomed twice and never with anybody so big. With all of Bastian’s warnings, Cal’s situation only now seemed real. “I’m going to fuck you.” That’s what he’d said. At some point, Gideon would be inside him, using him, maybe more than once. It was only when he’d dared to meet Gideon’s gaze that Cal remembered Gideon waited for an answer. He gave a stilted nod, not trusting himself to speak. He cried out as the leather strap of Gideon’s belt cracked across his ass.

      “When I ask you a question, you will answer me out loud. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, Daddy,” he managed between gritted teeth, his skin on fire.

      Maybe Bastian was right. Maybe this wasn’t for him. His body couldn’t seem to decide how to behave. All he had to do was say the word, one word, and he could walk, money in hand. But try as he might, he couldn’t force the word past his lips.

      Every muscle was tensed, every nerve ending at attention. Adrenaline fired warning signals to his brain to flee, but his cock was hard, and he practically vibrated with his desire to give Gideon what he wanted.

      He jumped as Gideon’s belt clattered to the floor and his hand rubbed Cal’s smarting bottom. “I only do this so you’ll learn, little one. I can teach you. I can teach you to be good for me. So good. Will you let me teach you, sweet boy?”

      “Yes, Daddy.”

      “Can I trust you not to cover yourself during your punishment, or do I need to tie your hands?”

      “I…” Cal didn’t want his hands tied, but he also didn’t trust himself to hold still. He wasn’t sure what would be worse, trying and failing or not trying at all. “Please don’t tie my hands, Daddy.”

      “You beg so sweetly,” Gideon murmured. “Walk to the bed.”

      Cal did as Gideon asked, his steps slowing the closer he came to the mattress as if the path was mired in quicksand.

      “Bend over. Palms flat on the mattress.” Cal began to comply, but Gideon stopped him. “Wait. Don’t move.”

      Cal froze, like a single step might detonate the bomb that seemed to tick down inside him. He could hear Gideon moving, heard a drawer opening and closing, and then the man was back behind him. Panic sent his pulse off-rhythm as leather closed around his throat. For a moment, he wondered if this had all been an elaborate ruse and Gideon would now choke him to death with his belt. But it wasn’t Gideon’s belt—it was a pink leather collar, and in the mirrored headboard, Cal could make out the silver letters along it. They spelled out BABY BOY.

      Cal’s fingers fluttered to the butter soft leather, touching each letter, feeling more naked somehow with only the collar around his neck.

      “It’s like it was made for you,” Gideon said, sounding almost surprised. “What do you say?”

      “Thank you, Daddy,” Cal whispered.

      “Such a quick learner,” he praised.

      This close, their size difference was obvious. It made Cal feel…something. Vulnerable? Needy? Fragile... Something his father had never allowed him to feel in nineteen years, not even after his mother died.

      This time, Gideon didn’t speak, just guided Cal into position, one hand at the bend of his hip and the other applying pressure between his shoulder blades until he was bent over.

      “Open your legs for me, baby boy.” Cal did as Gideon asked immediately. “I’m going to spank you now, and I want you to count each one. Twenty to start, I think. If you mess up, miscount, or forget to count, we start all over. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, Daddy.”

      “Good. Let’s begin.”

      The breath punched from Cal’s lungs as the first blow landed. If he’d thought Gideon would spare him the full weight of his palm because he was new, because he was small, he’d been wrong. “One,” he gasped.

      Once more, Gideon rubbed the area, pulling a low whine from Cal. He yelped as the second smack came. “Two,” he said, voice trembling.

      Slap. “Three.”

      Slap. “Four.”

      And on it went, this maddening rhythm of slap, soothe, begin again. Cal was sure his skin had blisters as Gideon’s palm landed again and again, hotter than any fire might have been. A fine sweat broke out along Cal’s skin, the air conditioning causing goosebumps to erupt over his whole body.

      “Ten,” he cried, his voice catching on a sob.

      Time stretched as he waited for the next blow to land, but nothing came. Cal glanced up, catching their reflection in the mirror. He almost didn’t recognize himself. At some point, he’d stopped supporting his weight on his palms, his head and chest now rested against the cool sheets, his arms akimbo, his ass in the air like he presented himself to Gideon. He didn’t remember shifting, didn’t remember when his body had surrendered to gravity, but tears streaked his face, and he had clamped his teeth down on his bottom lip. He closed his eyes.

      Gideon’s body blanketed Cal then, pressing tender kisses at the nape of his neck and along his throat. “You are doing so well for me, little bird. So well.”

      “Daddy,” Cal whined, not sure what he wanted but feeling lost somehow.

      “Color,” Gideon purred against his skin.

      It took Cal a full thirty seconds to register what Gideon was even asking. Red, his body screamed. Red like his skin? Red like the fire burning in his belly. He didn’t know if he could take anymore. His body shook, but he didn’t know if it was adrenaline or fear. Still, when he opened his mouth, all that came was, “Green, Daddy.”

      Gideon twisted a hand in Cal’s hair, tugging his head back and slanting their mouths together in a filthy kiss. “Such a good boy,” Gideon said against Cal’s lips before tearing himself away and pressing Cal’s face back against the bed.

      Cal now understood why Bastian had warned him not to kiss Gideon. When his cheek hit the mattress, Cal was shattered, his chest hollow as if Gideon had sucked out his soul and left him empty.

      The next blow that landed seemed to have less heat, or maybe Cal’s body was adjusting to the pain. Maybe it was something else altogether. By the time he uttered, “Fifteen,” a strange haze had wrapped itself around his reality, leaving him feeling almost like he floated on the ceiling in a delicious pocket of warmth.

      “Twenty.” As soon as the word left his lips, Gideon seemed to disappear like some figment of Cal’s imagination. Still, he didn’t move. Didn’t dare. Daddy hadn’t given permission. He closed his eyes, aware of the hot tears flowing down his cheeks, a strange opposition to the euphoric sensation pulsing through him.

      He moaned as lips trailed over his ass, the scratch of Gideon’s scruff warring with the soft open-mouthed kisses moving along his skin. He tensed as Gideon gripped him, spreading him open. “What…” was all Cal managed before a soft tongue laved over his hole. “Oh,” he gasped.

      Nobody had ever touched him like that, so intimately. He’d never understood the way men whined and whimpered when they experienced it in videos. But now, he got it. He understood. He rocked his hips against the bed without thought, groaning at the friction of his cock against the sheets.

      There was a low chuckle, and then Gideon pulled Cal’s hips back. “Uh-uh. You get only what I give, remember, little bird?” To his embarrassment, he started to cry again. What the fuck was wrong with him? Gideon’s hand caressed his lower back. “Shh, sweet boy. You’re doing so well. I’m going to take care of you. Just let me taste you.”

      Cal was painfully hard, his cock leaking pre-cum onto the mattress, but Gideon’s fingers dug into his hips hard enough to leave bruises before he buried his face between Cal’s cheeks once more. There was nothing tender about his movements—it was a full-on assault on his senses. Gideon licked and sucked at his entrance, spearing his tongue against his hole before biting at him.

      “Oh, God. Oh, fuck,” he sobbed. “I need… Please, Daddy.”

      Gideon’s touch disappeared, and then one thick finger massaged his hole. “What baby? What do you need? Tell me.”

      “Touch me, Daddy.”

      “I am touching you, sweet boy.” He slipped a finger inside him to the second knuckle, startling a gasp out of Cal. “Is this what you need?”

      Cal couldn’t speak, could barely breathe as Gideon probed him, his finger brushing against a spot inside that had his toes curling. It was all too much, and it wasn’t nearly enough.

      “I don’t know,” he said, his hands fisting the sheets. He couldn’t think with Gideon’s finger inside him.

      Cal gave a low moan as Gideon’s hand closed around his aching cock, stroking him. “Do not come until I say. Understand?” Cal panted into the sheets, his hips thrusting into Gideon’s tightened fist, but then it disappeared. “I asked you a question.”

      “Yes, Daddy. I understand. Please…”

      Gideon’s hand returned, but now, his strokes were frustratingly slow, his grip too loose for Cal to get the friction he so desperately needed. He couldn’t do this. He couldn’t take this anymore. It was too much. “I can’t…”

      “Can’t what, baby?”

      He didn’t answer, just whined in frustration. Gideon’s finger slipped free and then two fingers were working themselves back inside him. His whole body felt like a live wire. Every small touch or caress wrenched a cry or a moan from him. “Please, Daddy. I’m ready.”

      Gideon’s hands disappeared. “Get on the bed.”

      Cal crawled onto the bed and collapsed. He heard the unmistakable sound of a zipper and the sound of a foil wrapper torn open, then hands hauled his hips back up. Cal risked a glance in the mirror. What a dirty picture they made. Cal sweaty, naked, and panting, and Gideon calm and collected, clothed except for his thick cock, which he stroked as he examined Cal.

      Gideon crawled onto the bed behind him. Cal closed his eyes, prepared to feel the blunt head of Gideon’s cock against him, but hands tugged Cal’s shoulders back before guiding his hips down. Cal’s thighs shook as Gideon’s erection pressed against his hole. He sucked in a startled breath at the pain that bloomed as his body attempted to reject the invasion. Gideon didn’t force him down or even thrust up, just let gravity and Cal’s own body weight do the work.

      “Ow,” Cal whined. Gideon was too big. So big. But that didn’t stop Gideon’s slow breach of his body. Cal’s heart hammered against his ribs. He shook his head. Everything was wrong. This was going all wrong. He was disappointing Gideon. But he couldn’t stop the panicked whimpers escaping or the way his hands grasped at Gideon.

      “Shh,” Gideon breathed against his ear. “Shh, stop fighting me. Your body knows what to do.” It wasn’t said with any malice. If anything, he spoke as though he soothed a child.

      Cal wanted to obey, but he was scared. “You’re too big. It hurts.”

      Soft lips pressed kisses against his throat and behind his ear. “You can hurt for me just a little, can’t you, baby? You’re doing so well. I’m so pleased.”

      Cal wanted to be good for him. Wanted it more than anything. He gave a jerky nod. Gideon tilted Cal’s head, capturing his mouth in a kiss that made his head spin. Gideon’s hand closed around Cal’s now soft cock, stroking him. He lost himself in the feel of Gideon’s hand and mouth. Cal had kissed lots of boys but never like this, never like kissing was the goal, was everything. Like it was enough. He didn’t know how long they stayed like that, but when Gideon rocked his hips upward, Cal’s body complied.

      Bastian had said Gideon would use him hard, but there was nothing hard about the slow steady way in which Gideon worked himself into Cal an inch at a time. His care was maddening, confusing. It made Cal feel things… Things that weren’t true. None of this was real, but it was hard to remember that with Gideon’s arm around his waist and one hand stroking his cock as he fucked into him with patience and care. Outside, the storm raged, but it was nothing compared to the emotions flooding Cal’s brain, stealing his breath and making him dizzy.

      “Fuck, you’re perfect,” Gideon panted against Cal’s mouth.

      Pleasure spread along his body. He locked those words away so he could remember them later when this was all over. Gideon never used the same boy twice. Something about that made him want to weep. One night and Cal was addicted, addicted to Gideon’s rough hands and sweet kisses, his praise and his punishment, pleasure and pain. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      “Look at you. Look at us.”

      Gideon gripped his chin, forcing his gaze to the mirror. Fuck. Was that him? He looked so…debauched. His body flushed and bruised, his eyes wet from his earlier tears as he sat impaled on Gideon’s huge cock. Cal watched himself in the mirror as he shifted upward and then slid back down. There was still pain but Cal found he wasn’t just willing to hurt for Gideon, he craved it—craved the shocky, sharp pain that shot adrenaline through his system and made him shiver, craved the way his movement caused Gideon to groan or bite at him like he couldn’t help himself.

      “That’s it. Fuck yourself on my cock. God, you’re taking it so well. Such a good boy, so good for me,” Gideon growled, a tension in his voice that wasn’t there before. Cal melted against Gideon, letting his head fall back against his shoulder, his lips parted as he stopped worrying and just let himself feel. Gideon had him. He wouldn’t let Cal fail.

      A low moan escaped as Gideon’s hand closed around Cal’s cock once more, but this time, with purpose. He let Cal thrust into his fist before impaling himself back on Gideon’s cock. Cal lost himself in the ritual, the rhythm, his body tightening as he worked towards his release, sparks of electricity shooting along his skin.

      “Don’t come until I say,” Gideon commanded.

      Cal whined. “Yes, Daddy.”

      Gideon’s arm became an iron bar around Cal’s waist, holding him still so he could drive into him with purpose, his hand working Cal’s cock in time with his movements. “Tell me you’re mine,” Gideon snarled.

      “I’m yours, just yours, Daddy. Please,” Cal begged.

      Gideon thrust into him one more time, his teeth sinking into Cal’s shoulder until he cried out, hips stuttering as he found his release. “Come for me.”

      Two more strokes and Cal cried out, his orgasm jetting from him like he hadn’t come in a year. Gideon kept working him until Cal hissed, oversensitive. He sat, panting, and let his head fall back against Gideon’s shoulder once more.

      After a minute, Gideon kissed his temple and gently lifted Cal, pulling free of his body, leaving him feeling empty and unsure. Gideon left the bed, doing away with the condom in the trash can. Cal fell onto the mattress, rolling to watch the older man as he moved. Gideon caught him watching, working his shirt open with a grin before peeling it off.

      “You definitely have to be a superhero,” Cal mumbled.

      “Is that so?” Gideon asked, chuckling.

      Cal blushed. “Yeah. Not Superman, though. The glasses fooled me at first.”

      Gideon made a noncommittal noise as he removed his pants and underwear. “Oh?”

      Clothed, Gideon was impressive, but nude…nude, he was a masterpiece, flawless in a way that made Cal want to cover himself up. “Yeah. You’re rich and hot and kinky. Tell the truth, you’re Batman.”

      Gideon shook his head as though Cal amused him, then strode naked to the kitchen, giving Cal a view from the back. He was just as beautiful but far from flawless at this angle. Scars of every shape and size criss-crossed his back all the way down to his rounded ass and muscular thighs. Jesus. What the hell? Cal couldn’t even imagine what would make marks like that. It was like he’d been mauled by a bear.

      Gideon either didn’t notice Cal’s frown or was used to the reaction. He pulled a bottle of water from the fridge and brought it back to the bed. “Drink this.”

      Cal gulped down the frigid water and sighed. He hadn’t realized how thirsty he was. He handed the empty bottle back to Gideon, who placed it on the bedside table before returning to bed and rolling to prop his head up on his hand, running a finger along Cal’s cheek. “How are you feeling, little bird? Are you alright?”

      The tenderness in Gideon’s voice had tears springing to Cal’s eyes. His face flushed with heat as he fought to wipe his eyes before they escaped, but it was too late. “Ugh, what’s wrong with me?”

      Gideon wiped his tears with his thumb, smiling. “Nothing. Absolutely nothing. You were perfect. You were made for this.” Then why did he feel like he was cracking into a million little pieces? “It’s called subspace,” Gideon said as if reading his mind.

      “What is?”

      “This feeling that’s eating you up inside. When you’re in the moment, the pain gives you an endorphin rush, a sense of euphoria, like you’re high. But when it’s over, it causes a bit of a crash, and that’s what’s happening now. It’s all perfectly normal. There’s nothing wrong with you. You far exceeded my expectations.”

      Somehow, that didn’t make him feel any better. He wanted to grab his clothes and escape. He felt foolish and choked up. This wasn’t some unique life experience, at least not for Gideon. It happened to everybody he played with. It had meant nothing to him, not the way it had to Cal. “So, this happens with every boy you bring here?” Cal asked despite himself, hating how jealous he sounded.

      Gideon chuckled, pushing a damp lock of Cal’s hair away from his face. “I didn’t say that. Most of the boys Hillary sends me are just doing a job. We play out the scene, of course, but it’s…lackluster. But you… I knew you were different almost from the moment I opened the door. I gave you every opportunity to run, but you didn’t. No matter how hard I pushed you, you rose to the challenge. That’s quite rare. You’re quite rare.”

      Cal smiled, feeling himself blush. This wasn’t who he was in the real world. Gideon made him feel small and vulnerable and…protected, but out in the real world, Cal had learned a long time ago that there was nobody who would protect him. Still, this charade was nice. It was nice to imagine somebody caring for him, looking out for him.

      He opened his mouth to ask another question but stopped short at the familiar sensation, a quivering in his belly like his organs shook. Shit. How had he not noticed? A chill racked his body, and his teeth chattered hard enough to worry the enamel. Gideon frowned.

      “What’s wrong?”

      It was hard to speak. “My…my blood sugar. Diabetic. Too much insulin, not enough food. Juice,” he managed, blinking as his vision swam. Everything seemed far away, like somebody had wrapped his brain in cotton.

      It would be just his luck that he slipped into a coma after the best night of his life.
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      Gideon watched as the boy’s eyes went hazy, still conscious but just barely. Christ. He jumped from the bed, grabbing juice from the fridge and poured it into a glass. When he returned to the bed, it was obvious the boy wasn’t capable of drinking on his own. He set the glass on the table, dragged his limp form into his arms, and tipped his head back. “Okay, work with me here, little bird. I just need you to swallow this, okay?”

      He held the cup to the boy’s lips, relieved to hear him slurping down the beverage as it poured from the corners of his mouth. When he finished, Gideon let him slump, his body collapsing until his head rested against Gideon’s naked thigh. He reached for his phone, but the boy slapped it away with great effort. “No. Don’t. I’ll be fine. No ambulance. No money.” His eyes rolled.

      Gideon frowned. “I’ll cover your bill, little one. I won’t let you die in my bed.”

      There were a million reasons why Gideon shouldn’t call an ambulance, and almost every one of them had to do with the fact that he had a teenage prostitute in his bed. He didn’t even know the kid’s name. This was the kind of scandal that ruined people in his profession, but he didn’t love his job enough to watch the boy die. “You need help.”

      The boy glanced up at Gideon with huge eyes. “Please, don’t. Just give me fifteen minutes and I’ll be better. I promise,” he swore, voice weak.

      The boy’s teeth had stopped clacking, and he no longer shivered. But he was pale beneath his tan, his skin clammy. “Ten,” Gideon countered.

      “Fine. Ten,” the boy managed.

      As the minutes ticked by, Gideon combed his fingers through the boy’s chestnut colored waves, his head cradled in Gideon’s lap, his breathing evening out a bit at a time. He was beautiful. His eyes were a mossy green, almost yellow at the center, and he had impeccable bone structure, like a sculptor had carved him from stone. He looked young. Earlier, he’d pegged him at around twenty-one, but now, he seemed much younger. If he worked for Hillary, he was at least eighteen, but that was a small comfort now that he’d made the boy ill.

      The boy. He couldn’t keep calling him that. “What’s your name, little bird?”

      “Cal,” he managed, forcing his lids open enough to look at him.

      Gideon wondered if that was truly his name or if he’d remembered the false identity he’d created for himself. “How are you feeling now?”

      “Better.”

      Relief flooded Gideon. “Good.”

      He gently transferred Cal to the mattress and rose once more, returning five minutes later with a peanut butter sandwich. The boy pulled himself into a sitting position, eyes lighting up at the food. He made a grab for the sandwich, but Gideon held the plate out of reach. “No peanut allergies, right? I’d hate to save you from slipping into a diabetic coma only to have you die of anaphylaxis.”

      “No food allergies of any kind,” Cal promised, snatching the sandwich from the plate and scarfing it down in three bites. Once he finished, he sat back with a satisfied sigh, handing the plate back to Gideon. “This is a really nice place,” he said. “What do you do?” His eyes went wide. “Am… Am I allowed to ask you that?”

      Gideon smiled. “Yes, you’re allowed. I’m a professor of childhood and adolescent development.”

      Cal looked him up and down. “So, not saving Gotham City from evil?”

      Gideon laughed. “I’m afraid not.”

      Cal glanced around at the furnishings. “Being a professor must pay well.”

      Gideon arched a brow. “Maybe I come from money.”

      Cal scoffed. “Not with those hands.”

      Gideon frowned, looking at his calloused hands. The boy was right. He’d worked his way through high school doing construction just so he could afford community college. He would have had to work all the way through college and grad school if he hadn’t met Grant. He shook the thought away. “You don’t like my hands?”

      Cal blushed. “I didn’t say that. I just meant those are the hands of somebody who worked for a living. Rich people don’t work with their hands, not like that.”

      The kid was right. “Know a lot about rich people, do you?” he asked, tone conversational.

      Cal sighed. “More than you could ever know.”

      It was clear the boy came from money…or had. The tailored clothing, the expensive haircut, well past its last needed trim. Perhaps his family had disowned him for being gay. Or maybe they’d just fallen on hard times like many American families. Gideon didn’t know the boy’s circumstances, but it was clear he was far from where he’d started. He had that look that street kids had, hunted and hungry. Gideon remembered it well. But it wasn’t wise to get too familiar with any of these boys. That was how feelings became involved, and Gideon had walled that part of himself off years ago.

      “All better?” Gideon asked instead.

      “What? Oh, yeah. I can get going. I’m fine now.”

      The boy started to rise, turning as if to hide the dejected look on his face, but Gideon stopped him with a hand on his shoulder. “That’s not why I asked. Get back here.” Cal stopped moving but stayed seated on the edge of the bed like he might flee at any moment. “Lie down.”

      The boy’s brows knitted together. “Why?” he asked, his suspicious tone pulling a chuckle from Gideon.

      “Because I’m not done with you yet.”

      A shadow fell across the boy’s face. “I don’t know if I can handle anymore punishments,” he hedged.

      “No more punishments, little bird. Just company.”

      Gideon laid on his back, his arm out, hoping the boy understood. He seemed to come to some internal decision before sliding back, lying down beside Gideon, his head resting in the crook of his arm. He was as still as a statue. Gideon turned just enough to slide a finger down the center of Cal’s chest.

      “What are you doing?” he asked.

      Gideon met his gaze. “Touching you.”

      “Oh.”

      Gideon ran his palm along the boy’s belly before teasing his fingers along his ribs, swiping over one nipple and then the other. There was no intent. He wasn’t looking for anything more. He just liked the way the boy’s head fell back, lips parted, eyelids at half-mast, like he reveled in just being touched.

      Skin starved.

      It was a term used to explain the biological effects of being denied physical comfort. Cal was skin starved. But just like earlier, with each sweep of Gideon’s hand, with every caress, the tension melted away.

      Cal’s response had Gideon’s cock at attention, pressed against the boy’s thigh, but Gideon ignored it. Cal did not. He wrapped his palm around Gideon’s length, stroking him hesitantly, like he wasn’t sure it was okay. Gideon smiled down at him, pushing that one stubborn lock of hair from the boy’s eyes. “Did I give you permission to touch me, little bird?”

      “Can I, Daddy?” he asked, swiping his thumb across the tip of Gideon’s cock.

      “It certainly appears that way,” Gideon countered. “But what do you intend to do with it?”

      The boy rose onto his knees before turning himself so that Gideon’s cock was close enough to feel the boy’s breath. “Can I, Daddy?” he asked again.

      “Yes.”

      Cal ran his tongue along the underside of Gideon’s cock like a boy licking an ice cream cone, closing his lips over the head and sucking noisily. Gideon groaned as Cal’s head bobbed, his hand closing over the base of Gideon’s cock, holding him steady.

      “Fuck. Yes, that’s a good boy. Can you take more?”

      Cal dipped his head, forcing Gideon’s cock to the back of his throat before gagging and pulling back, spittle on his lips and chin. “Sorry.”

      “Don’t be sorry. You just need practice. Just go slow and breathe through your nose.”

      The look of concentration on the boy’s face had Gideon stifling a smile. He looked like he was attempting to understand quantum physics. Once more, the boy’s lips sealed over Gideon’s erection, taking him deeper with each dip of his head, his hand keeping time with his mouth.

      “That’s it. That’s it, baby. A little more. Shit, that’s it. You’re doing so well. So good. So good for me,” he praised more for the boy’s benefit than his own. It was clear somebody had starved Cal of much more than just touch.

      Gideon bent his knees, his hand tangling in Cal’s hair, holding him still so he could fuck into the boy’s mouth with short, shallow thrusts. Cal made a whiny noise that vibrated all the way to Gideon’s balls. Fuck. The boy really was made for this. Gideon couldn’t remember ever having been with anybody so responsive. He imagined all the things he could teach Cal, the ways he could use his body, teach him the power of submitting. He let go of Cal’s hair, warning him. “I’m close.”

      Cal’s look of determination almost made Gideon smile. The boy gripped his thighs, sucking harder, working him faster, until Gideon tipped over the edge for a second time, his hips moving in tiny aborted thrusts as he came down Cal’s throat. The boy swallowed it all, every drop, looking so proud of his accomplishment.

      When he pulled off, he collapsed next to Gideon with a smile, side-eyeing him as if he wasn’t sure he did well. Gideon couldn’t help but lean down and kiss him, the taste of his seed still clinging to the boy’s lips and tongue. “Be careful, little bird.”

      “Too much teeth?” Cal asked, flushing.

      “No, but you shouldn’t be doing that without a condom either. I’m negative but you didn’t know that. Just in case you explore with anybody else.”

      The boy’s mood soured. “I won’t be doing this with anybody else.”

      “No?” Gideon asked, more confused than ever. “No more working for Hillary?”

      “I don’t think I’m cut out for this.”

      “Oh, I’d say you’re quite suited for this but perhaps not for money. You’re very young. Do you not have a family? Friends who could help you?”

      “It was my friend who got me this job. But I doubt every client will be like you.”

      Gideon placed his hand on the boy’s chest. “Like me?”

      “Yeah. Hot, rich, hung, sweet,” Cal said, looking anywhere but at Gideon.

      Gideon chuckled. “You forgot old, crotchety, and set in my ways.”

      “You aren’t that old. I’m pretty sure you’re still younger than my father.”

      “Where is your father?” Gideon pressed, not sure why he was still asking questions.

      There was no room in his life for a boy like Cal, no matter how beautiful or eager to please he seemed. Gideon couldn’t be that person for him. He couldn’t be his Grant. He had a hard enough time just being Gideon.

      “Last I heard, Club Fed.”

      Gideon’s brows ran toward his hairline. “Your father’s doing time in prison? Let me guess…tax evasion?”

      The boy gave a humorless laugh. “Something like that.”

      Cal scooted closer, his lower lip trapped between his teeth, like he expected Gideon to chastise him. He was like a stray puppy just waiting for somebody to beat him or kick him out into the rain. It was getting late…or early, depending on how one looked at it. He’d asked all his other...dates…to go long before now, but he just wasn’t ready to end this. Not yet. “Are you hungry?”

      Cal snorted. “I’m nineteen. I’m always hungry.”

      Something occurred to Gideon then. “Do you have your insulin with you?”

      Once more, the boy’s gaze slid away from him. “At my apartment. It’s fine. I’ll check as soon as I’m home and dose then.”

      The boy was lying, but Gideon let it go. He went to the fridge and paused. “How do you feel about day-old Chinese food?”

      “It’s my favorite.”

      “Can you use chopsticks?” Gideon enquired.

      “Duh,” Cal muttered.

      Gideon returned to the bed, handing a pair of black lacquered chopsticks to the boy before twisting his hand in his hair and tugging his head back. “What was that, brat?”

      Cal swallowed hard, but there was a sparkle in those moss green eyes when he said, “Duh…Daddy?”

      Gideon laughed. “That’s better.”

      A large carton of vegetable lo mein from the restaurant across the street was all Gideon had left. He tilted the container towards Cal. The boy glanced up from under those long dark lashes, like he thought it was a trick. Gideon rolled his eyes and dipped his chopsticks into the container, pulling free the noodles and holding them in the air. “Open up, little bird.”

      Cal flushed but did as Gideon commanded, laughing as a noodle attempted to escape before he slurped it into his mouth and chewed. Once he swallowed, Gideon tilted the carton towards the boy again, and this time, he captured the noodles and vegetables. He didn’t eat them but offered them to Gideon. “Open up, Daddy.”

      Gideon’s heart seemed to fall offline, but he did as Cal asked, taking what he offered. They spent the next twenty minutes feeding each other bits of noodles until they finished the container. Cal flopped back onto the bed, rubbing his now protruding belly. “I have a food baby,” he exclaimed before seeming to remember himself.

      Gideon set the carton on the table and rolled onto his stomach, kissing Cal’s belly. “Still sexy.”

      The boy giggled, and Gideon couldn’t help but grin. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt so comfortable around another person. He had never sat around eating cold noodles naked with anybody, not even Grant. He pressed his ear to the boy’s belly. “I think I felt it kick.”

      “Ugh, if you keep pressing on it, I’m gonna puke,” Cal promised.

      Gideon rolled a bit until his head rested on the boy’s thigh. Cal pushed his fingers through Gideon’s hair, looking down at him like he was trying to memorize his face.

      “Take a bath with me?”

      Gideon wasn’t sure who was more surprised by the request. He had no idea what he was doing, but he was having fun, and he wasn’t ready for it to end.

      “Okay, but you’re gonna have to carry me.” Gideon rolled to his feet and scooped the boy up into his arms in a bridal carry. “I was kidding. You’ll throw out your back, old man,” Cal cackled.

      “Oh, yeah?” Gideon said, shifting the boy until he hung over his shoulder, swatting his abused bottom with just enough force to cause the boy to yelp. “That’s what you get for being a smart mouth.”

      The boy groaned. “You’re going to kill our food baby.”

      Gideon shook his head, unable to contain his smile. He set Cal on his feet once they passed through the door to the bathroom and went about grabbing what they needed.

      Cal gaped at the enormous tub. “That seems excessive. Is this where you have all of your orgies?” he asked.

      “Not all of them,” Gideon snarked, earning an eye roll from the boy. He was definitely still a teenager.

      Once there was a reasonable amount of water in the tub, he stepped inside and sat, crooking his finger towards Cal. “Come on, little bird.”

      Cal reached up toward the collar but stopped, looking uncertain. “Do I take it off?”

      “Come, I’ll do it.”

      The boy stepped over the lip of the tub, turning away from Gideon before seating himself between his thighs and pulling his own knees up to his chest.

      “It’s a little late to be shy now, isn’t it?” Gideon asked, unbuckling the collar from his neck and setting it on the side of the tub. Cal rubbed at his throat but said nothing, leaning back against Gideon’s chest. He soaped up a washcloth and began to scrub the boy’s chest and belly. “How are you feeling? Do you still hurt?”

      Cal shook his head no but then seemed to rethink his answer. “Well, yeah, but not in a bad way. Like, in a way where I’ll be thinking about what we did every time I sit down tomorrow.”

      Gideon dropped the cloth, his hands dipping beneath the water to wrap around the boy’s soft cock, stroking him. “Do you like that thought, baby boy?”

      Cal sucked in a ragged breath, his head tipping back against Gideon’s shoulder, his legs widening. “Yes, Daddy.”

      Gideon’s lips skimmed along his neck and shoulder. “Are you going to think of me every time you touch yourself? Going to think of riding my cock in your collar, being a good boy just for me?”

      The boy whimpered, nodding. “Yes, Daddy.”

      “You were so good for me tonight. Good boys get rewarded. Do you want me to reward you, baby?”

      Cal’s breath came in pants, his hands gripping Gideon’s thighs tight enough to leave bruises. “Yes, Daddy. Please.”

      Gideon didn’t edge the boy, just used the soap to slick up his hand and let him fuck into his tightened fist. He was so honest, so responsive, he held nothing back. Gideon wanted to capture every whimper, every half-bitten moan falling from his lips as he worked his hips. “Oh, Daddy… Daddy. Oh, God. Oh, fuck.”

      Gideon bit down on the boy’s ear lobe. “Come for me, little bird. I want to hear you.”

      Four more strokes and the boy’s hips spasmed, and he cried out before falling back against Gideon’s shoulder, chest heaving. “Wow.”

      “Wow, indeed,” Gideon said against his ear.

      Gideon finished washing Cal before turning off the water and just floating there, eyes closed, enjoying the feel of the boy pressed against him.

      “Gideon?”

      “Yeah?” he asked, cracking his lids open to see the boy’s head tipped up enough to look at him.

      “What happened to your back?”

      Cal was the first boy he’d hired who had ever dared ask. Maybe he was the only one who had ever cared enough to inquire, or maybe the others thought it rude. He didn’t like to talk about it and certainly not with a stranger, but he felt like they’d moved past being strangers hours ago. “When I was your age, I let somebody convince me that love had to hurt, and that love meant not respecting limits.”

      “Hard limits?” Cal asked.

      Gideon smiled, pressing his lips to the boy’s cheek. “Yes, exactly. Hard limits. Safe words. I knew nothing back then, and I put my trust in the wrong person.”

      “You… Somebody did that to you?” Cal asked.

      “Yes.”

      Cal caressed Gideon’s thighs in a soothing gesture. “Are they in jail?”

      “No. I didn’t think I could report him. I’d consented to some of it, just not…all of it. Like I said, it was years ago, and I was very young. I believed him when he said he just got excited and went too far, when he said he knew what I could handle.”

      “What a creep,” Cal said, the hostility in his voice making Gideon smile.

      “It seems like a lifetime ago,” Gideon promised, pressing a kiss to the top of Cal’s head.

      The boy scoffed like the answer didn’t satisfy his anger, but then he was moving on. “Is that why you’re a… What do they call somebody like you? Who likes to be called Daddy?”

      “Daddy Dom,” Gideon said. “No. No, that’s not why.”

      “Is it true you lost somebody and that’s why you never use the same boy twice?” Cal asked, his voice one step above a whisper.

      There was a sharp pang behind Gideon’s ribcage. “Is that what they say about me?”

      Cal shrugged, picking up Gideon’s hand and playing with his fingers. “They said you seemed lonely but guarded. Did you? Lose somebody?”

      Gideon surprised himself by answering, “Yes, my husband.”

      Cal squeezed Gideon’s hand, the sorrow in his voice unmistakable. “Were you his Daddy?”

      Gideon sighed. “No. He was mine.”

      Cal sat up and turned around, causing the water to slosh along the sides. “That sucks. I’m sorry.”

      Gideon swallowed the sudden lump in his throat. It was such a shitty condolence, but he could see the boy truly meant it, which somehow made it seem like it just happened yesterday and not six years ago. “He was much older than me,” he said before clearing his throat. “Still, I thought we’d have more time.”

      “What happened to him?”

      The boy’s questions seemed endless now. “He was in a car accident,” Gideon said before clearing his throat. “Now, let’s get out of this tub before you get any wrinklier.” He kissed the boy’s lips to stave off whatever question he might lob next.

      Cal snorted a laugh as he stepped out of the tub. “Like I’m the one who has to worry about wrinkles.”

      Gideon snapped the towel, catching the boy’s thigh. “Watch it, brat. You’re still mine for another thirty minutes. I could squeeze in another round of spankings.”

      Cal’s eyes went round as saucers. “No, Daddy. I’m sorry,” he said, his voice full of fake fear.

      “Yeah, yeah. Go get dressed.”

      Gideon padded to his dresser and pulled on a pair of soft cotton pajama pants and sat on the end of the bed while he watched the boy dress. He was dragging his feet. It was clear he didn’t want to leave. If Gideon was honest with himself, he didn’t want him to go, might never want him to go, which was reason enough to send him away.

      Once Cal dressed, Gideon opened the drawer to the credenza just beside the front door, pulling his wallet free and handing the boy ten crisp hundred-dollar bills. The boy didn’t take it, just stared at the money in Gideon’s hand like he’d never seen it before. “What’s that?”

      “It’s yours.”

      He shook his head, his conscience at war with his survival instinct. “I can’t take that. That’s twice what you paid Hillary.”

      Gideon took Cal’s hand and pushed the money into it. “Hillary wasn’t here tonight. She wasn’t in my bed. You were.” Gideon lifted his chin and gave him a lingering kiss. “And you were perfect. I’d give you ten times this if I had it.”

      Cal looked anywhere but at Gideon. “And you never see the same boy twice? Never?”

      Gideon could see what he wanted, knew what he asked, and for the first time in years, the thought of breaking his one and only rule tempted him. But he couldn’t. He just couldn’t. Especially not for this barely legal boy with his big green eyes and broken life. “I’m afraid not. But if I could make an exception, you would have been the one I made it for. I don’t know if that brings you any comfort.”

      “Does it matter?” Cal asked, his lower lip trembling enough to twist something deep in Gideon’s chest.

      “I guess not.”

      Gideon opened the door, and the boy turned to go. He snagged his arm and turned him back toward him, pressing a kiss to his forehead. “Be careful getting home. Don’t forget to text Hillary that you’re safe.”

      The boy didn’t speak, just nodded and left.

      Gideon closed the door and leaned against it, forcing himself not to chase after the boy. He wasn’t sure how long he stood there, but by the time he locked the door, he was certain he might have made the biggest mistake of his life.
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      Cal yawned and stretched his arms overhead, his fist gently connecting with Bastian’s shoulder before falling to the armrest. He closed his eyes and leaned his head against his balled up uniform jacket, which served as his makeshift pillow. Echoes of laughter and footsteps filled the auditorium along with the smell of overly expensive aftershave and hastily applied shoe polish. He did his best to ignore all of it. None of these people were his friends anymore.

      Bastian was his only friend and even that sometimes seemed fleeting. As Roosevelt Prep’s only scholarship kid, Bastian had fought hard to fit in, and Cal figured it was only a matter of time before Bastian decided he didn’t also want to be Cal’s only ally if it made Bastian public enemy number two. He tried to pretend that it wouldn’t matter when Bastian finally ditched him, but the truth was, Bastian and his mother were the only people keeping Cal from being totally homeless. If it wasn’t for the sleeping bag on Bastian’s bedroom floor, he would be in big trouble.

      “Boys! Put your feet down and sit up straight. This isn’t your bedroom,” Mr. Pierce snapped, kicking Cal’s chair. Cal and Bastian both grimaced at the eleventh grade Latin teacher before dropping their feet to the ground, sitting up a bit straighter.

      “Oh, cut him some slack, Mr. Pierce. It’s probably hard to sleep when you live in a cardboard box behind Del Taco,” Micah St. Clair quipped from two rows ahead, craning his head back until Cal could see his perfect unblemished profile and part of his floppy blond hair.

      Pierce rolled his eyes and kept walking, but the boy’s weren’t done. Before Cal could open his mouth to retort, Matteo Cruz chimed in, “Now, that’s not true, St. Clair. You know he’s slipping little Bastian that good dick in exchange for sharing that roach infested apartment. But I guess when your parents breed like Mormons, what’s one more mouth to feed? Right, Abercrombie?”

      The surrounding students erupted with laughter. Bastian flipped off Cruz who smirked and returned the gesture, but Cal wasn’t willing to let it lie. “Oh, don’t be salty, Cruz. I know you’ve just been dying for a real taste of this good dick since you saw me naked in the locker room after lacrosse practice last year. It’s okay. You can be honest. We’re all friends here.”

      Some students snickered, some sucked in a breath, but most of them just stared at Matteo like they wondered if the lacrosse team captain would allow Cal to say something like that. Of course he wouldn’t.

      “Salty? How about you lick my salty nuts, Whyte?” he said, his laugh tinged with a tiny bit of panic. “Hey, you think your dad’s taking it in the ass in prison? Kind of ironic that he hated you for being gay, but now, he’s the one who’s afraid to drop the soap. Life’s funny that way, huh?”

      Cal went perfectly still at Matteo’s words, his entire body flushing with heat as the sound of rushing blood filled his ears. He clenched his fists, but neither boy paid him any attention, instead high-fiving each other as though they’d somehow won this battle of wits.

      Cal launched himself over the empty row of seats, snagging Matteo by the tie and dragging him backward over the seat, getting the boy in a headlock. Chaos erupted as students stood, some yelling, some cheering, and all of them reaching for their cell phones. Bastian jumped into the fray, but Cal lost him in the crush of bodies. He got at least one good hit to Matteo’s face before the loser sucker punched him in the nuts.

      Everybody froze as a shrill voice pierced through the roar of the students. “What is going on here?” Evelyn Abernathy shrieked. “Stop that. Stop that this instant. Sit down, all of you. Phones off. Is this how you want to introduce yourselves to your interim headmaster? You’re embarrassing the school.”

      Matteo shook himself free of Cal’s grip. “Cal started it, like usual, Mrs. Abernathy. Him and that street urchin they let in.”

      “I don’t care who started it,” she said, glaring at Cal as if he’d wronged her whole family. “You will all sit down and give the man the attention and respect he deserves or I’ll talk to Coach Keller about benching both of you.” She pointed a finger at Cal. “And you, young man, you’ll be going to see the new headmaster right after assembly. I’ll make sure he knows what a troublemaker you are.”

      Matteo pushed himself off Cal. “Keep your hands off me, fag.”

      “How original,” Bastian quipped.

      Cal snorted. “That’s not what you said after homecoming. You begged me to finish you off after Alyssa Holland left you high and dry for—who was it? Oh, that’s right. Micah.”

      “Fuck you, bitch. That never happened,” Matteo fired back.

      Micah’s brows went up, and Bastian cackled. “Whatever you say, Cruz. But I’m pretty sure that was you and Cal I saw fogging up the glass of your Maserati.”

      “Enough of this filth or I will have all of you in detention until graduation. You’re all degenerates. I expected better from you two,” Mrs. Abernathy fired at Matteo and Micah.

      Oh, but not Cal and Bastian. They were just trash. Bastian was there to fill a quota, and Cal was there because they hadn’t found a way to kick him out…yet. But maybe he’d just ruined that. This new headmaster was likely a plant from the board, sent to toss Cal out on his ass in retaliation for his father’s crimes. The notion sat heavy in Cal’s belly like a lead weight. He couldn’t afford to get kicked out. Not now. He had a full-ride waiting for him if he could just hold on until graduation in six weeks.

      But it was getting harder and harder to ignore the taunts and abuse. The money he’d earned from that night with Gideon had barely covered half of his monthly insulin dose and having to ration his medication made him feel sick and edgy. His highs were getting higher and his lows were causing crashes that grew scarier every time they happened.

      The sound of feedback through the overhead speakers had the auditorium falling silent, all eyes swinging to the podium on the stage at the front. A spotlight clicked on from the sound room directly behind Cal and Bastian, and the man behind the podium held his hand up as he went temporarily blind from the unexpected beam of light.

      Cal took in the man’s broad shoulders and well-cut gray blazer, the slightest tickle of something—foreboding… Anticipation, maybe?—sparking a memory that seemed destined to stay just out of reach…until the moment the man dropped his hand and Cal got his first look at their new interim headmaster. Except, it wasn’t his first look at all. Cal was familiar with their new headmaster.

      Intimately familiar.

      Bastian began slapping the back of his hand against Cal’s chest, his gaze glued to the man on the stage. “Holy fucking shit, dude. Is that…”

      “Yeah,” Cal said, breathless. “Yeah, it totally is.”

      “May I have your attention please?” Gideon asked as if every single person in that auditorium wasn’t staring at him like he was the only man alive. “My name is Dr. Leopold Gideon, and for the next six weeks, I’ll be here to oversee the day-to-day tasks of Roosevelt Prep while Mr. Leighton recoups from his surgery. Your headmaster has assured me that you are all fine young men and that I won’t have the least bit of trouble with any of you while I’m here.” There was a tittering of nervous laughter. Gideon smiled, revealing those perfect, perfect teeth. “If you have any questions or concerns, I have an open door policy. Feel free to stop by the office and let Mrs. Abernathy know you wish to speak to me. I’ll make the time. That’s all for now. All of you get to class.”

      People were up and moving from their seats before Gideon even finished his sentence. All but Bastian and Cal who stayed where they were, hidden in the shadowy corner in the very back row.

      Cal didn’t speak, just swallowed hard, his heart slamming against his ribcage until he was dizzy. Gideon, his Gideon—Daddy—was right there, would be right there for the next six weeks. Cal shivered. He’d thought of little else since their night together and still had yellowish-purple bruises on his ass from Gideon’s punishment. He pressed his hand against them when he jerked off, thinking about it in the shower, thinking about how he’d been Daddy’s good boy. But the ache from Gideon’s cock had disappeared after a couple days, and Cal had missed it—he’d missed the spike of arousal that had shot through him each time he sat down or pressed his own fingers inside himself just to try to pretend Gideon was still behind him, inside him, invading every part of him.

      Cal didn’t know how to explain it, but it was like Gideon had…infected him somehow, awakened some dormant virus inside him that was overwhelming his system. No, not a virus, a drug. He’d shot him up with a drug so potent Cal couldn’t imagine anything else giving him the same rush Gideon had. He’d used him, hurt him, punished and fucked him without mercy, and, God help him, Cal needed more. His cock was half hard and pressing against his zipper just thinking about it. It had to be a sign, right? Some sort of cosmic green light telling Cal that Gideon was meant to be his.

      When they were finally alone, Bastian looked at him. “What do we do?”

      “What do you mean?” Cal asked, startled, like Bastian could read all his innermost dirty thoughts about their new headmaster.

      “I mean, Mrs. Abernathy said you have to go meet the new headmaster. She’s totally gunning for you. She’s going to use your fight as an excuse to finally expel you. You know what you have to do, right?”

      Cal frowned. “No. What?”

      “Uh, dude. He’s a headmaster who just fucked a student. I mean, you’re nineteen so it’s not illegal, but it could get him fired if the wrong people found out,” Bastian reminded him.

      Cal’s eyes went wide. “You want me to get him fired? Hillary would shit a brick.”

      “How are you so smart about trigonometry but so dumb about life? Blackmail him. Threaten to tell the board or the newspapers or his day job about his canoodling with a student so they can’t expel you.”

      Cal chewed on the inside of his cheek. The idea of blackmailing Gideon was terrifying. He wasn’t the person Mrs. Abernathy wanted people to think he was. There was a time when she’d fallen all over herself to get two minutes alone with Cal’s father, but that was before his father had ended up in prison.

      “Do you think I could get him to do it again?” Cal asked, his tongue darting out to lick over his suddenly dry lips.

      Bastian frowned. “What do you mean? Do what again?”

      Cal flushed. “Do you think I could get him to be with me again? Like he was that night?”

      Bastian stared at Cal for so long he started to fidget. “You fucking let him kiss you, didn’t you? I swear to fuck, you never listen. I don’t think you want to do that. It’s not a good idea.”

      Cal wasn’t listening any longer. The more he thought about it, the more convinced he was that this was meant to be. “It’s perfect. I get six more weeks of school, and he gets six more weeks of being my Daddy.”

      Bastian was shaking his head. “Dude, you’re delusional if you think Gideon is going to thank you for this. He has a lot of fucking baggage. He needs to inflict pain just to get himself off. I heard from Hillary that he was into all kinds of heavy BDSM shit back in the day, like when he was married and shit. You’ve only gotten a little taste of what that life is like. You aren’t ready for that kind of lifestyle, and forcing a Dom into that kind of situation is just asking for retaliation of the painful kind.”

      Cal shivered at the thought. Sure, there’d been pain…a lot of it even. But with that pain had come this blissful foggy feeling of floating that had made Cal forget about his shitty fucking life for a while. He wanted that feeling again. He needed it. He was going to make Gideon give it to him, and when he did, Cal would repay him by being the sweetest, most attentive boy. He’d do anything to hear Gideon rumble ‘Good boy’ into his ear, to feel his arms around him, his cock filling him up, to relive the way he’d held him and taken care of him afterwards.

      “Yeah, you’re right,” Cal lied. “I don’t know what I was thinking. I’ll just make sure that I can finish out my six weeks of school and find some other guy to play with.”

      “Yeah, maybe somebody your own age.”

      “Can I still blackmail him for money?” Cal asked. Bastian’s mouth fell open before Cal smiled. “I’m kidding, dumbass. You should probably get to class before they find a reason to kick you out too.”

      Cal watched Bastian sling his book bag over his shoulder and head out the east door into the hallway. Cal headed west to the office. Abernathy waited for him behind the giant mahogany counter. “Sit,” she barked, pointing to a seat by the door. Cal did as she asked, dropping his backpack into the chair beside him. “I wouldn’t get too comfortable, Mr. Whyte. Today is probably your last day here with us at Roosevelt Prep.”

      “Is it?” Cal asked, forcing himself to keep his tone conversational.

      “Mm,” she said, lips flattened into a thin line of superiority.

      “Well,” Cal said, “if that’s the case. Let me take this opportunity to tell you, from the bottom of my heart, that you are a miserable hag.”

      Her face split into a nightmarish grin. “You seem to forget that nobody cares about your opinions anymore. Tonight, I’ll drive my fancy car home to my great big house where I’ll sit down and have dinner with my husband and loving children, while you, Mr. Whyte, you’ll be begging for spare change to buy a dollar burrito from the corner bodega before you crawl back into your rat infested cardboard box under whatever overpass you’ve made your home.”

      Cal didn’t give her the satisfaction of letting her know that her words had hit their target. He just leaned back in his seat and laced his fingers behind his head, crossing his feet at the ankles. “Oh, I don’t know. I wouldn’t count me out just yet.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Gideon leaned back in the leather office chair, lacing his fingers behind his head, his gaze on the clock. Twenty minutes into his first day as the acting headmaster at Roosevelt Preparatory Academy and he was already regretting his decision. He’d only agreed to this stint as a favor to the head of his department over at the university, who was the golfing buddy of Bernard Leighton, the school’s actual headmaster, who was still recovering from hip replacement surgery and wouldn’t return for six weeks. The last six weeks of the year. The most important weeks. Gideon didn’t think the timing was an accident.

      A brisk knock sounded on the door, and then Evelyn poked her head inside. “Do you have time for me yet? I know you need to get acclimated, but the board believes this cannot wait.”

      Gideon waved her in. Everything about his new assistant was severe, from the gray hair she scraped into a bun on the top of her head to the cat eye glasses that sat on her beak-like nose. Her face was all sharp planes and angles, her black dress hung on her rail thin frame, and she wore low chunky heels that clopped when she walked. In her hands, she clutched a manila folder, which Gideon imagined contained the information the board had determined couldn’t wait.

      He sat forward, folding his hands on his desk. “I’m all ears.”

      She flicked her beady gaze towards him, examining him as if she wasn’t sure he was taking the matter seriously enough. He wasn’t. He’d graduated from Roosevelt Prep twenty-five years ago, and he was certain little had changed, especially Evelyn Abernathy, who still looked down her nose at him like he was the same working, poor scholarship kid he was all those years ago.

      “Unless you’ve been living under a rock, I’m assuming you know who Bryson Whyte is?” she asked in her usual clipped tone.

      “Bryson Whyte? The man who bilked people out of millions in some Ponzi scheme? Yeah, I’m familiar with the man,” he said, curious to know where this was going.

      “Yes, well, several of those people who were…bilked…as you put it, are parents here at the academy, and many others were on the school’s board.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry to hear that,” Gideon said, more because it seemed the appropriate response than because he was really sad that trust fund billionaires had lost their shirts to a con man.

      “Hm.” She sniffed. “May I sit?”

      “I wish you would.” He didn’t like the woman hovering above him. It felt like she might attack from above at any moment. He liked her at eye level.

      She lowered herself down, spine straight as an arrow and shoulders back. “Thank you. As I was saying, Bryson Whyte destroyed the lives of many parents and students here at the school, and we cannot overlook that.”

      “Is somebody asking you to?” Gideon asked, losing his patience with the woman’s mysterious delivery.

      “His son is a senior here.”

      That did get Gideon’s attention, his brows hiking upward. “Well, that must make for some awkward lunches.”

      “Indeed. The boy has always been a handful, but it has gotten worse since his father’s arrest. He starts fights, has gotten kicked off the lacrosse team, and has been placed on academic probation for cheating.” She paused, clenching her folder tighter, gazing at him expectantly.

      Gideon couldn’t even imagine the turmoil going through something like that would cause. The boy’s entire world ripped away from him, the world hating his father and, by extension, him. Gideon remembered well what it was like to have an embarrassment for a father.

      The woman slapped the folder on the desk with more force than necessary. “Well?”

      “Well what, Mrs. Abernathy?” he snapped.

      “What do you think we should do about this? This can’t continue. It’s causing chaos, and these children and their families have already been through so much.”

      Gideon refrained from rolling his eyes but couldn’t stifle his sigh. “Do you want me to have a talk with him? You can pull him out of first period and I’ll see if I might get through to him, make a personal improvement plan. They still have those here, don’t they? Has he spoken with the guidance counselor?”

      She bristled at his mention of the improvement plan. She’d created them years ago just to embarrass him. “I’m afraid it has gone too far for that, Mr. Gideon.”

      He arched a brow. “How so?”

      “Well,” she said, thrusting her chin up like she was gearing up for a fight. “The board believes he should be expelled. That it would be best for all involved.”

      Gideon snorted. “All but the boy.”

      “The good of the many, Mr. Gideon, outweighs the needs of one troubled boy from a bad family.”

      Gideon shook his head. “The good of many? Before his father’s arrest was the boy a discipline problem?”

      “No,” she agreed begrudgingly. “No more than the other boys on the lacrosse team, but he was an instigator. Him and that scholarship boy, Bastian.” As soon as the words left her mouth, her gaze darted toward him, eyes wide as she realized her mistake. Still, she didn’t apologize.

      “Before the cheating incident, how were his grades?”

      She glowered at him. “He has a 5.3 GPA. He was on track to be valedictorian before he started taking out his personal troubles here on campus.”

      “Is his tuition paid up?” Gideon questioned.

      “Yes. All tuition is due at the beginning of the year. You know that.”

      Gideon leaned back to study the old woman for a full minute. “So, you want me to expel a student with a 5.3 GPA, who has paid his tuition in full, six weeks before graduation because he’s been acting out a bit since his father went to prison? I mean, I can’t imagine it’s been easy for him around here with the other kids knowing what his father did.”

      She gave an exasperated snort. “Yes, precisely my point. I’m sure he’d be much happier at another school. We’re willing to reimburse the entire year’s tuition to make this go away.”

      Gideon scoffed. “You mean to make him go away.”

      She waved a hand. “Fine, yes. If you like. To make him go away.”

      “Evelyn—”

      “Mrs. Abernathy,” she corrected.

      “Mrs. Abernathy. I’d be more than happy to talk to the boy, and I’ll even go before the board, but I’m loathe to add to this boy’s already substantial burden just because it seems like a bunch of adults have it out for this kid.”

      “He’s not a child. He’s nineteen, almost twenty. He spent the first seven years of his life in Hong Kong, and when he returned, it took some time for him to acclimate to life in America. It put him a year behind.”

      “Have you spoken with the boy’s mother? What does she have to say about this? Is he seeing a therapist?”

      “His mother passed when he was six. That’s why he and his father returned from China. He has no other family to speak of.” She tapped the folder before him. “Mr. Gideon, I admire your desire to help this boy but some people just don’t deserve second chances. I assured the board that you would see things our way and get this handled today.”

      “That sounds like you may have overstepped a bit there, Mrs. Abernathy. Give me the boy’s file and pull him from first period. I want to speak with him.”

      “There’s no need.”

      “I’ll decide what’s necessary,” Gideon said.

      She gave him a snide smile. “I simply meant the boy is already waiting for you in the hallway. I’ll send him in.”

      She rose with the grace of an aging beauty queen, walking to the door and opening it. “Mr. Gideon will see you now, Callum.”

      A strange knot formed in Gideon’s stomach though he couldn’t put his finger on why. The woman stepped back, and the boy entered, his gaze going wide, his mouth falling open.

      Gideon cut his gaze toward the older woman. “That will be all, Mrs. Abernathy. I can take it from here. Shut the door behind you.”

      She gave the boy another once over before doing as Gideon asked.

      Gideon’s gaze roved over the student, taking in the navy blue blazer with the red piping and gold Roosevelt crest. The boy leaned against the door, hooking his fingers in the knot of his red and blue striped tie, tugging it until it hung loose around his neck. “Hey there, Daddy.” He smirked. “And you said you never see the same boy twice.”

      Gideon’s pulse throbbed. Jesus. He did his best to keep his composure. “Sit down, Mr. Whyte.” Cal dropped into the vacated seat, giving Gideon a blank stare. “Do you know why you’re here?”

      Cal shrugged one shoulder, all trace of the sweet boy he’d met just one week ago long gone. “Yeah, the board wants to kick me out of school in retaliation for my dad stealing all their money, but that doesn’t matter now, does it?”

      Gideon cocked a brow. “Oh? And why is that?”

      Cal leaned forward. “Are you familiar with the phrase ‘mutually assured destruction’?”

      So, it was like that, was it? He supposed he didn’t blame the boy. He didn’t know that Gideon had no intention of expelling him. Cal was just playing the hand the school—and Gideon—had dealt him. Still, part of him was excited to see the boy sitting before him, even under these circumstances. But he refused to make his feelings known, certainly not when the boy was so proud of his little blackmailing scheme.

      “Meaning?” Gideon asked.

      The boy’s eyes sparkled, his smile a cross between coy and menacing. “Meaning we now both have something to lose. So, how about a little quid pro quo?”

      Gideon steepled his fingers. “What exactly did you have in mind, Mr. Whyte?”

      “You don’t expel me, and in exchange, I won’t tell the school that you engaged in some very kinky behavior with one of your students.”

      Gideon hooked a brow upward. “You are playing a very adult game here, Cal. Think carefully before you go down this path.”

      “I played lots of adult games with you a week ago, remember? I have nothing left to lose. Can you say the same, Mr. Gideon?” When Gideon didn’t respond, the boy leaned forward. “It’s only six weeks.”

      Gideon tightened his jaw until his teeth ached as he stared at the boy who’d almost made him break his rules. He should tell the boy that he had no intention of expelling him and let him know that his little blackmail scheme was useless. But something told him to let it play out. To see what happens.

      “Gosh, you look really mad,” Cal mocked. “How about I lock the door and you can punish me? Roosevelt Preparatory Academy is real big on corporal punishment.” He glanced up at the large paddle hanging on the wall with the school crest etched into the handle. “See? It’s encouraged, even.”

      There was no missing the tinge of desperation just beneath the boy’s tone. It was obvious Cal hadn’t planned this encounter. There was no way he could’ve known Gideon would end up as acting headmaster. It was just a series of unfortunate events that had led them to this moment, but it changed nothing. This boy—his boy—sat before him, threatening to expose him, desperate to provoke a response. Gideon had two choices: tell Cal he had never intended to expel him and send him back to class or let the boy believe he had the upper hand and give him what he really wanted, what he was so clearly begging for.

      There was never any question what Gideon’s answer would be. He stood, walking around the desk to the door. Cal turned to watch, the light in his moss green eyes dimming when he saw Gideon reach for the handle. He sucked in a breath as Gideon locked the door. “Very well, little bird. Stand up. Lower your pants and underwear, and put your hands on the desk. If you utter a single sound, I’ll make sure you don’t sit down for a month without wincing. Understand?”

      The boy’s whole body seemed to sag with relief. “Yes, Daddy.”

      Gideon grabbed the boy’s loosened tie, turning it so he could slip it into the boy’s mouth before tightening it. It wouldn’t quiet the boy if he chose to cry out, but it would remind him that Gideon had given him an order. He briefly considered retrieving the paddle from the wall but he needed to feel the boy’s skin beneath his hand, wanted to see his palm prints on his rounded backside.

      When the boy’s pants fell to his ankles and his underwear was shoved to mid-thigh, Gideon realized the boy was still healing. There were various discolorations along his skin—finger marks where Gideon had held him in place while he’d slammed his cock into him, faint handprint shaped bruises where Gideon had punished him all those nights ago.

      It occurred to him then to ask, “Have you eaten? Taken your meds? Checked your blood sugar?”

      Callum turned toward him. “What?”

      “You heard me. I won’t have you slipping into a coma or a seizure on me. Have you?”

      Cal nodded. “Yes. I’m good. I promise.”

      Gideon trailed his fingers along Cal’s bruises, pressing his fingers against them until the boy whined. Gideon let his finger slide between the globes of Cal’s bottom. “So fucking desperate for it,” he murmured against his ear, bringing his hand down hard enough to rip the air from Cal’s lungs. “Oh, did that hurt, brat?”

      Cal just whimpered, his whole body shaking. Gideon wasn’t angry but he showed no mercy, spanking the boy again and again. He wondered if Abernathy could hear the sound of skin on skin. Did she smile thinking Gideon was doling out the much lauded corporal punishment Roosevelt was known for? Cal wasn’t smiling, not anymore. His creamy skin was now a mixture of pink and purple and yellow. Welts formed in the shape of his hand each time another blow landed until Cal began to flinch away from his hand. Tears and snot stained the boy’s face, saliva slick on his pouty red lips. Gideon forced Cal’s face to the desk so he couldn’t escape, giving him two more solid blows. “Remember, brat, you wanted this. You begged for it. Demanded it even.”

      Gideon spit on two fingers, forcing them inside the boy, fucking them into him mercilessly until Cal whined. Gideon yanked him back up against him, the pads of his fingers pressing up against the boy’s prostate, massaging it hard enough to make Cal’s knees give out. “Stand up,” Gideon growled, refusing to show him even the slightest reprieve. His boy needed to know, needed to understand what he’d done. Once Cal had his feet under him, Gideon wrapped his hand around the boy’s hard, leaking cock, jerking him, knowing the friction had to be painful. “Don’t you dare come.”

      Cal sobbed, any pretense of superiority washed away in a flow of tears and sweat. Every muscle tensed. Gideon listened to the sound of the boy’s breathing, working him from both sides until he seemed to lose control of his ability to stay quiet. He was whimpering, whining, whispering words that Gideon couldn’t make out.

      “Did you think you could threaten me? Walk into my office and make demands? I was never going to kick you out. Do you think I allow others to control me?” Gideon slipped his fingers from the boy’s body and dropped his hand from his straining cock. “You don’t get to come. You haven’t earned that. Six weeks. Just six weeks. Then we’re done. Get on your knees.”

      The boy dropped like a stone, his hands reaching for Gideon’s pants.

      “Did I say you could touch me?” Gideon freed his cock, slipping the tie from the boy’s mouth, noting the imprint on his cheeks from the tightened fabric. “Open your mouth.”

      Cal did as Gideon commanded, staring up at him with tears on his inky black lashes. He pushed his cock between the boy’s lips, forcing it deep enough for him to gag, before giving him a slight reprieve. He gripped the boy’s hair, fucking into his mouth with short, shallow thrusts. Cal began to bob his head, attempting to take Gideon deeper with each pass. Gideon bit back a groan as the boy sucked at the head of his cock, his tongue teasing at the notch just underneath.

      “Fuck,” Gideon muttered, pulling his cock free. “Stick out your tongue.” Cal complied, pupils blown, wincing as Gideon gripped his hair with one hand and jerked his own thick, leaking cock with the other. It only took a few hard pulls and then Gideon was painting his release over the boy’s lips and tongue. “Say ‘thank you, Daddy,’” he growled, rubbing his spent cock over the boy’s face.

      “Thank you, Daddy,” Cal said, breathless.

      He used the boy’s tie to drag him to his feet and kiss him deep, his tongue thrusting into his mouth to taste his cum on his tongue. “Pull yourself together and get back to class.”

      He left the boy half dressed and shaking, walking around to take his seat at the desk. He leaned back to watch as Cal righted his clothing and wiped his face with trembling hands, using the wall mirror to try to make himself look less…defiled. His hand was on the door knob to leave when Gideon called out, “Callum.”

      “Yes…Mr. Gideon?” he asked, voice hoarse.

      “Don’t ever, ever think you make the rules. I don’t need this job. I don’t need any job. If I never worked another day in my life, I’d still have enough money to buy this school ten times over. You’d do well to remember that.”

      The look of sorrow on the boy’s face almost made Gideon feel bad. Almost. Cal had wanted this side of Gideon…but more importantly, he needed it.
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      The smell of Italian sausage, garlic, and rosemary wafted up the staircase to Bastian’s room, making Cal’s stomach growl. He hadn’t eaten all day and had hoped dinner would be something heavy on protein and light on carbs, but Bastian’s mom was making baked ziti and garlic bread. His brain told him he couldn’t, under any circumstances, eat something so heavy, but his stomach said otherwise. He was just so fucking hungry. He grabbed his kit from his backpack. Maybe his glucose wouldn’t be so bad, just this once.

      Cal winced as he dropped into Bastian’s desk chair, biting down on the inside of his cheek as he remembered everything that had happened in Gideon’s office. It wasn’t the first time those thoughts had flashed through his head. Hell, it might have even been the hundredth. His skin burned where Gideon had spanked him, and his ass ached where Gideon had fucked into him with his fingers. It had been raw and primal and like nothing Cal had ever experienced before in his life. And every time he’d sat down, the ache had reminded him, had brought it all back vividly, giving him a hard-on several times throughout the day. He hadn’t even been mad about Gideon leaving him hard. He wanted to experience it again.

      “You gonna just sit there at the desk with that dopey smile on your face, or are you going to explain to me what exactly our new headmaster did to put it there?”

      Cal glanced over to where Bastian sat on the bare hardwood floor, Cal’s PS4 controller in his hand. It was one of the few things he’d managed to take with him that the government hadn’t seized when they’d raided his house. He had taken it for granted back then, but seeing Bastian and his sisters playing with it made him happy now. It was the very least he could do for them.

      Cal unzipped the kit that held his test strips and blood sugar meter, swiping his finger with alcohol before he pricked his finger. He winced at the number that flashed across the screen. He was going to have to find an excuse to not eat again tonight. Maybe he could find a way to eat the meat and cheese without the pasta? He rolled his eyes at his own stupidity. There was no way to do that and not offend Bastian’s mom.

      Food was a constant problem for Cal—yet another thing he’d taken for granted just a few short months ago. He’d gone from chef prepared meals and an unlimited supply of fresh vegetables to living off of the kindness of others, specifically Bastian’s mom, Renata. Most of Renata’s meals were pasta based, and pasta was terrible for his blood sugar, especially now that he was forced to ration his insulin.

      “Dinner’s in ten minutes, boys,” Renata called from the bottom of the staircase. “Gia and Paola, you’re on kitchen duty. Get down here and set the table.”

      Two sets of groans came from the bedroom next door, and then footsteps pounded down the stairs as two of Bastian’s little sisters went to do as their mother commanded.

      Cal’s issue with food was hardly Renata’s fault. She had a hard enough time feeding her own six kids on her bookkeeping salary, and he couldn’t very well ask her to buy special food just for him when he could barely contribute more than a hundred bucks at most. He drew up ten units of insulin, pausing when he noticed he was more than halfway through the bottle. He pushed two units back in before squeezing the skin on his stomach and injecting himself.

      With the task completed, he put his things away and dropped down onto Bastian’s bed. He looked at Cal, brow furrowed. “How long are you going to keep playing with your meds like that?”

      Cal scoffed. “I’ve been using insulin since I was three years old. I know how far I can push it. Besides, a little bit goes a long way.” Bastian stared him down, a disapproving scowl on his face. Cal rolled his eyes. “Oh, my God. I’m fine, Mom. Relax.”

      Bastian waved a hand at him and unpaused his game. On the screen, black ops soldiers ran across a jungle landscape, yelling at each other. Bastian continued playing, splitting his attention between the television and Cal. “So, spill it. You obviously weren’t kicked out of school. I’m guessing your little blackmail scheme worked.”

      Cal tried not to smile but couldn’t help himself. “Yeah, you could say that.”

      Bastian cut his gaze to Cal, giving his friend a disgusted look. “You absolute fucking idiot. You fucking blackmailed him into fucking you again, didn’t you?”

      “Am I that obvious?” Cal asked.

      “In his office? With that witch right outside gunning for you? Are you crazy?”

      “Sometimes, I think you’re secretly a little old lady, not somebody who fucks them.”

      “Fuck you. They aren’t that old. Besides, I’d never blackmail some lonely rich lady into doing something she didn’t want to do. Consent’s a thing, dick.”

      Cal’s smile faded. “It wasn’t like that. He wanted it.”

      “Yeah, okay. If you say so. But it was really fucking reckless,” Bastian said without bothering to look up.

      “How? How was it reckless? The door was locked. He gagged me, so I couldn’t make any sound. What’s the worst that could happen?” Cal asked.

      “Uh, you have some kind of diabetic crisis with our headmaster’s dick buried in your ass, and he’s forced to explain how he fucked you into a coma and possibly death?”

      Cal snorted. “When you put it like that, it sounds dirty.”

      “It is dirty, man. Like, Gideon’s one of the few clients who we don’t have to worry is going to be a total fucking creeper. He and Hillary are tight. This could totally blow back on me, on you, on her, and especially on Gideon who’s just some rich old guy with a lot of baggage about his dead husband.”

      Cal felt a twinge of something just beneath his ribcage, regret maybe? “First of all, there’s not going to be any blowback. He didn’t fuck me. He just…punished me, and he made me promise I’d checked my blood sugar and that I’d eaten before he’d even agree to that.”

      “So, you fucking lied to him?” Bastian countered. “You definitely didn’t check your sugar at school, and I know you haven’t eaten since yesterday. Don’t think I haven’t noticed.”

      “I know what I’m doing, okay? Besides, I think he actually wanted to punish me. When it was over, he said he’d never intended to kick me out of school in the first place. He warned me not to think I could blackmail him or hold anything over his head. So, he must have had his own reasons for playing along, right? If not, he wouldn’t have done it.”

      A shock like ice water ran through his body as a thought occurred to him. What if that was Gideon letting Cal know that there wouldn’t be a next time? What if Gideon didn’t want to see Cal again? For some reason, the notion made Cal want to cry. Maybe he’d overplayed his hand?

      “Or are you just telling yourself that so you don’t feel like a dick for blackmailing a guy who gave you a thousand dollar tip that paid for the insulin you just shot yourself up with?”

      “It wasn’t like that. Look, you just don’t get it. You weren’t there. Something happened that night between us. There was a thing.”

      “I know how intense it can be. I’m not even into guys and I let him have a go at me when I got desperate enough for money. Even though guys aren’t my thing, the adrenaline…it makes you feel things that you probably wouldn’t feel if your body wasn’t all stressed out and shit. But it wasn’t real, man. You can’t keep chasing that high or you’ll take us all down with you.”

      Cal made a noise of frustration. “I’m not chasing some…high. That’s not what this is about.”

      “You don’t have your dad’s money and clout to get you out of shit anymore. There’s nobody to protect you from the consequences of your actions.”

      Cal had never wanted that protection. He would have given anything if his father had just cared enough to let Cal learn even a single lesson on his own. But that wasn’t his father’s style. His father wanted things handled quickly and with as little effort on his part as possible. Cal learned long ago that no amount of bad behavior would ever be enough to garner more than the slightest bit of attention from his dad. There was always a conference call or a meeting or a benefit he needed to attend. Cal was an afterthought, an inconvenience. Cal was the nanny’s problem.

      “Look, I’m not going to do anything to fuck with Gideon, okay? I-I like him. I know you told me not to kiss him and that it would be intense, which it was, obviously. But the other stuff…that made it all worth it. It was…nice,” Cal finished lamely.

      Bastian paused the game once more to look at Cal. “What other stuff? The forced cuddling?”

      Cal shook his head. “All of it. Feeding each other noodles naked, laughing, taking a bath together…just talking. He even took care of me when my blood sugar dropped. It was just nice to have somebody actually pretend to give a shit.” Silence stretched taut like a wire between them as Bastian stared at him. “What?” Cal finally snapped.

      “You took a bath together? Fed each other? That’s…yeah, that’s not his usual thing.”

      Cal’s heart skipped in his chest at Bastian’s words. “That’s what I’m trying to tell you. There’s something more. I know it.”

      “I hope you’re right. ‘Cause if you’re not, you’re fucking with all our lives, not just Gideon’s.”
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      “This better be important, Leo. I have tickets to La Boheme at eight-thirty. You’ve already interrupted my dinner plans. What is this all about?”

      Gideon swept his gaze across the others seated around the large oak table. Some of them had been sitting on this particular board of trustees for what seemed like forever. Others, like him, were newer, having been appointed to their seats for less than a decade. Despite him being the newest appointee, he felt the need to remind these people of a few important facts.

      He addressed Rosalind first since she was the only one he would call a friend. “I wanted to bring you here to get a few things straight going forward since I’ll be acting as headmaster until the end of term.”

      The woman pushed a strand of silver hair back behind her ear, crossing her legs in her elegant black pantsuit. He liked her above all others on the board. She’d been close with Grant since they were in grade school, and she’d always treated Gideon as an equal.

      “And you thought this was important enough to call an emergency meeting with the board?” Roger Koch asked, tone bored as he tapped out a message on his phone.

      Roger, on the other hand, had probably been on the board since God himself was a boy. The man looked like he’d died a hundred years ago and somebody had forgotten to remind him to lie down. His perfectly tailored suit was in direct opposition with his deeply lined face and his yellowing crooked teeth. Gideon had never understood how somebody with so much money wouldn’t have spent at least a bit of it on oral hygiene.

      “Yes, well, considering all of you sat here just last week and made it a point to remind me that it was my duty to step in and cover for the acting headmaster, and that my late husband would have wanted it that way, I thought I’d take this opportunity to remind you that I am a majority shareholder and the sole major donor to Roosevelt Prep. I will not have you using me as a pawn to bully a student who’s already under immense pressure in the last semester of his senior year.”

      “All this is about the Whyte boy? Seriously?” Jerome Bechtel asked, disgusted. “I told you he’d make this an issue,” he said, addressing the others seated around the table. “You can put him in a thousand dollar suit, but he’s still just a day laborer who managed to seduce his boss. Never forget that.”

      Gideon gave a cold smile. “Be that as it may, I still control Grant’s shares and where our charitable donations go. The boy will finish out his year at the school without being bullied for his father’s actions. I would think that a bunch of adults would have far better things to do than attempt to ruin the life of one nineteen-year-old young man who had nothing to do with his father’s scheming. If you want to take it out on anybody, I suggest looking to whichever ‘friend’ told you Whyte’s investments were a good idea to begin with.”

      “I’ll not sit here and be lectured by the likes of you. You should be grateful somebody like you was ever even invited into our inner circle. Grant’s father would have rolled over in his grave when his son married the help. If you won’t do this one simple task for the good of the school, we’ll find a way to get it done without you,” Bechtel said.

      “I’ve tolerated your barbs and jabs for the last six years because, quite frankly, I can’t think of anybody whose opinions matter less to me than those belonging to you all sitting here. Not you, of course, Rosalind. But the rest of you would do well to remember that I’m not, in fact, a day laborer but a Harvard educated doctor with tenure and a great big pile of cash that affords me a great deal of freedom. Don’t push me on this. You won’t like how it ends. Each of you has far more to lose than I do.”
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      Gideon sipped his coffee as he tapped out a reply on the endless stream of emails flowing into the headmaster’s inbox. Angry parents had started emailing him this morning, no doubt at the board’s urging, advising him that they didn’t want their children attending school with a criminal’s son. He was tempted to write back that a large majority of the wealthy parents were criminals themselves, or at least complicit in criminal behaviors, but he knew nothing good would come of stoking the flames of their anger. So, instead, he gave each of them the same passive aggressive response and moved onto the next. He wouldn’t cower nor could they sway him, so there was no reason to prolong any interaction.

      He paused his typing as there was a timid knock at the door. Gideon’s cock stiffened immediately.

      “Enter.”

      Cal pushed the door open, that stubborn lock of hair falling over one eye. “You wanted to see me, sir?” he asked, glancing over his shoulder as if expecting an attack from behind.

      Gideon couldn’t help but notice the faint dark circles under the boy’s eyes and his hollowed cheeks. Cal was clearly under a great deal of stress. He had removed his uniform jacket at some point. He’d likely hung it in his locker since it was lunch period.

      “Yes, Callum. Come in and close the door.” Cal’s eyes widened, but he did as Gideon commanded. He was such a good listener. “Lock it.”

      When the lock clicked into place, Cal turned to face him, his expression uncertain. Gone was the cocky little shit who’d threatened to out his proclivities to the world. Part of Gideon wondered how long that would last. Which Cal was the real Cal? The nervous boy slumped against his door or the smug kid who’d acted as though he had it all figured out? Maybe they were both Cal. Either way, Gideon didn’t like the way the boy looked.

      “Come here.”

      Cal glanced around nervously before carefully setting his bag down by the door and moving closer. Gideon crooked his finger and rolled his desk chair back so the boy understood where Gideon wanted him. When Cal stood between Gideon and his desk, the boy dropped his gaze to his feet like the perfect docile little boy.

      “Turn around.”

      Cal’s gaze flicked to Gideon’s, his eyes wide as saucers. Fear. “I’m not going to punish you, little bird. Do as you’re told.” Cal turned slowly. “Palms on the desk. Don’t move until I tell you to.”

      Gideon reached around, opening the boy’s belt and pants, letting them pool around his ankles, taking a moment to appreciate the boy’s red and white striped boxer briefs molded against his perfectly formed ass before carefully sliding the fabric down to his knees. Cal’s skin was a mixture of black and blue, purple and yellow, red welts and faint handprints. It was so beautiful. He held the boy’s shirt out of the way so he could drag his lips across each of the raised red bumps. Cal gasped before giving a shuddering exhale.

      Perhaps he’d been a bit overzealous with the boy’s punishment yesterday. He’d thought that was what Cal wanted, but he was so clearly starved for attention of any kind that whether it came in the form of discipline or affection seemed not to matter. Gideon remembered that feeling well. He needed to take more care with the boy, even if it was only for six weeks. “Are you in any pain?”

      “No, Daddy,” Cal said, voice hoarse.

      “Don’t lie to me,” Gideon demanded. “Are you hurt?”

      “I’m not lying, Daddy,” Cal rushed to assure him. “It aches a little like a sunburn, but I like it.”

      Gideon’s cock throbbed at Cal’s words. “Yeah? Did you think about me every time you sat down last night?”

      “Yes, Daddy,” Cal whispered.

      Gideon smiled at the boy’s breathlessness. “Did it make you hard?”

      Cal sucked in a breath. “Yes, Daddy.”

      “Did you touch yourself?”

      Cal shook his head before seeming to remember that he needed to verbalize his response. “No, Daddy.”

      “Turn around.” Cal did as Gideon commanded, flushing a deep red when Gideon noted he was fully hard, his cock as red as the tips of his ears and straining against his belly. “Are you lying about touching yourself?” Gideon asked, caressing the skin of the boy’s lower abdomen, ignoring his erection entirely.

      Cal shook his head vehemently. “No, Daddy. I share a room with two other people. I can’t unless I take a shower.”

      Gideon chuckled. “Did you want to touch yourself when thinking of me?”

      Cal whimpered, his tongue flicking out to wet his lower lip. “Yes, Daddy.”

      Gideon believed in rewarding good behavior, but he also wanted to wipe that hunted look off the boy’s face.

      “I’m assuming Hillary made you get tested before she’d hire you.”

      Cal frowned but nodded. “Yes, I’m negative.”

      Gideon nodded. “Take your clothes off and hang them on the coat rack over there. When you’re done, come back here.”

      Cal said nothing, his hands shaking as he attempted to unbutton his shirt. Gideon shoved his hands away, helping the boy for the sake of time and his patience. Only when Cal was fully naked before him did he wrap his hand around the boy’s aching cock. Just one squeeze had Cal’s eyelids fluttering and a whine escaping his lips. “Was there anybody in the office?” Gideon asked, tone casual as he stroked Cal’s cock.

      “N-No… N-oh, fuck. Daddy. Lunch. They’ve all gone to lunch.”

      Gideon watched the boy’s face as he asked, “What time is your next class?”

      “I have a free—oh, God—a free period until one-forty-five. Ungh.”

      That was plenty of time for what Gideon had in mind. He pulled the lube from his drawer. Cal’s gaze locked on the bottle before darting to Gideon, pupils blown wide, clearly as turned on as he was wary. “Lie back on the desk, little bird. Good boys get rewarded.”

      “On the desk?” Cal blurted.

      Gideon chuckled. “Yes, lie back, feet on the arms of my chair.”

      Cal was breathing heavy, and Gideon hadn’t even touched him yet. So responsive. The boy was perfect. “I don’t want to have to gag you, but if you get too noisy, I will. I’m going to make you feel so good, but you’ll have to wait for it, like a good boy. Think you can do that for me, baby?”

      “Yes, Daddy,” Cal said, but he didn’t sound confident.

      “Good. Let’s begin.”

      Gideon lubed up his hands before wrapping a slick fist around Cal’s cock, jerking him slowly while the other massaged his balls. The boy moaned obscenely, arching his hips off the desk. Gideon let him briefly fuck into his fist before taking his hand away and massaging the boy’s lower abdomen and the spot just behind his balls. Cal whined in confusion, but Gideon didn’t relent. He took his time, massaging the head of the boy’s cock with both thumbs until he was leaking, only to release him entirely, playing at Cal’s entrance.

      Each time he took the boy’s cock back in his hand, Cal panted harder, half-bitten whines falling from his lips, his hips bouncing as he tried to fuck himself up into Gideon’s tightened fist, groaning in frustration when Gideon stopped touching him. Cal’s whole body was flushed pink, his skin glistening with sweat, his cock oozing precum. But Gideon was a patient man, and he was going to teach Cal that good things came to those who waited. Every time he stopped, it only served to make Cal’s final release all the more exquisite, but he was far past understanding that. “Why are you punishing me? You said I did good.”

      Gideon ignored that Cal hadn’t called him Daddy. “Shh, little one. Daddy’s going to take care of you. You need to trust me.” He slipped a finger inside the boy, teasing the spongy gland just inside.

      Cal yelped in surprise, trying to bare down on Gideon’s finger, but he withdrew it, instead focusing on the boy’s balls once again, gently rolling them in his hands before abandoning the task to caress the boy’s lower belly.

      Cal slammed his fists on the desk, not in anger but in confusion. “What are you doing to me? I feel like I’m going crazy. It hurts, Daddy. Everything hurts.”

      Gideon shushed the boy gently. “Not much longer. I promise it will be worth it. You can hold off just a little bit longer for Daddy, can’t you, sweet boy?” A sob escaped Cal, but he nodded, tears leaking from his eyes. “That’s my good boy.”

      Gideon began the process all over again, each time bringing Cal to the verge of orgasm only to stop and move to another task, never repeating the same pattern twice, watching the way his boy responded—the labored breathing, the rise and fall of his chest, the way his thigh muscles strained as he tried to thrust once more into Gideon’s hand, desperate for release.

      “Please, Daddy,” he whispered. “It hurts. I’m trying to be good. I’m trying. Please.” The last ‘please’ dissolved into a moan as Gideon once more jerked him. This time, when he let him go to slip two fingers inside, Cal groaned as cum spurted from his untouched cock. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to do that. It just happened.”

      Gideon caressed the boy’s inner thigh. He was ready. “You didn’t do anything. You’re okay. Are you ready to come, baby?”

      Cal was crying now, nodding vigorously, his hands white knuckling the edge of Gideon’s desk. He closed his lips over the boy’s cock, sucking him deep, just as he slipped two fingers inside him, curving them against the boy’s prostate. Cal’s whole body tensed as he arched off the desk, his mouth falling open in a silent scream, then he was coming hard, spilling his release on Gideon’s tongue and down the back of his throat. He worked his fingers inside Cal, milking every drop from him until the boy gave a pained cry and Gideon sat back, pulling his fingers free.

      Gideon glanced at the clock behind them, noting they were well into Cal’s free period. He opened the top drawer of his desk, grabbing the wet wipes, cleaning his hands before doing the same to Cal’s thighs and the desk. Cal’s feet slipped from the arms of Gideon’s chair, but he just laid there, legs dangling, panting and teary-eyed. Gideon took the boy’s hands, gently pulling him into a sitting position before tugging him down into his lap. “Are you alright?”

      Gideon’s heart squeezed when Cal dropped his head onto Gideon’s shoulder, burying his face in the crook of his neck. “Yes, Daddy.”

      “Are you certain?” Gideon asked, his arms going around the boy instinctively, cradling him to his chest.

      Cal just nodded, but Gideon could feel the boy’s tears soaking his shirt collar. He gave him a few minutes to collect himself, idly stroking the boy’s back. After a while, he chucked the boy under the chin, wiping his tears. “You need to get dressed and get back to class.”

      Cal swiped at his eyes with the back of his hand, sliding off of Gideon’s lap. Gideon watched as Cal redressed himself, shoulders slumped and a strained look on his face.

      “Hey.” Cal glanced up at him, still tying his tie. “You did really well. I’m very proud of you.”

      The boy bobbed his head, looking away, an aborted smile on his lips. “Are-are we going to do this again?”

      “That was our arrangement, was it not? Six weeks?” Gideon asked.

      This time, when the boy’s shoulders fell, it seemed more with relief than defeat. When Cal was dressed and fixing his hair in the mirror, Gideon walked to his mini-fridge and opened it, pulling the black bag from the shelf and handing it to Cal. The boy frowned at it like he’d never seen a lunch bag before. He unzipped it, peeking inside. Gideon hadn’t been too sure what the boy liked, but he had heard too many carbs wasn’t good for diabetics, so he’d erred on the side of caution with a chicken wrap, raw veggies, water, and a diabetic protein shake just in case the boy didn’t like chicken.

      “What’s this?” Cal asked, voice dull.

      “Your lunch. You need to eat to keep your strength up.”

      “I am eating,” Cal said just before his stomach rumbled loud enough for them both to hear.

      Gideon grinned. “Well, you’re nineteen. I hear boys your age are always hungry,” he said, reminding the boy of their conversation the first night they’d met.

      Cal sucked his lips in before glancing up at Gideon with a shy smile. He picked up his backpack, stuffing his lunch haphazardly into the top portion. His hand was on the doorknob when he paused as if debating something. Then, suddenly, he was back before Gideon, smashing their lips together in a messy kiss. Gideon gripped his hair, kissing him back in a way that he hoped would last them both until they could play together again.

      Then the boy was gone and Gideon was just leaning against his desk, staring at the door, his hard cock pressed against his zipper and his hands shoved in his pockets. Gideon had no idea what they were doing, but he also knew he wasn’t willing to stop. He was entitled to six weeks of recklessness. He’d struggled for so long to be the man Grant had always told him he was. What was the harm in trying to help Callum see the same in himself?
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      The walk home from school was a hike, but it beat taking the bus. He and Bastian used to walk home together after lacrosse practice, but he’d had to make the walk alone since Coach had kicked Cal off the team for unsportsmanlike behavior. Even though they both knew it was total bullshit. Cal had done nothing that hadn’t happened in at least a thousand other games, but, suddenly, it was a problem. He hadn’t even injured the other player. They’d helped each other up and even shook hands, but Coach Randall said he couldn’t continue to overlook Cal’s temper and that his behavior had become an issue. Everything Cal did was an issue thanks to his father.

      “Cal?” Renata called from the kitchen.

      Cal stopped in his tracks. What was Renata doing home so early? He looked around, listening for the sound of screaming and fighting, video games blaring, or Taylor Swift pouring from speakers. But the house was eerily quiet. Where were the kids? They were almost always home before him. A feeling of unease crept along his spine. “Yeah, it’s me,” he called.

      “Would you mind coming here for a moment?”

      He wandered into the kitchen, gripping his backpack tightly instead of dropping it by the door. “Hi,” he said when he saw her sitting at the kitchen table, coffee cup in her hands. She wasn’t dressed in her work clothes but in a pair of jeans and a cozy flannel shirt, her dark hair pulled up in a messy pile on her head. She still had her makeup on, so she must have at least worked part of the day.

      Renata was the soft, comfy mom he wished he’d had growing up. She loved her kids hard, and yelled loud, and comforted them with decadent desserts and trips to the arcade, and sometimes, just piled everybody in the living room for a movie night. What they lacked financially, she made up for in love. She’d been on her own since Bastian’s dad had bailed on them right after his baby sister was born, just walked out and never came back. Cal knew statistically not all fathers were assholes, but it sure seemed that way from his perspective.

      She gave Cal a smile and pointed to the seat across from her. “Sit and talk with me for a minute?”

      Cal felt like the blood froze in his veins. There was a look on her face, this pinched, pained expression that told him whatever she was about to say was going to suck for him. Really, really bad. “Uh, yeah. Okay,” he mumbled.

      “How are you feeling? Has everything been okay with you? You look really tired.”

      “I’m okay,” he said carefully. “I’m sleeping fine. Just carrying a really heavy course load this semester. Gotta keep my grades up if I want to make valedictorian.”

      She smiled tightly, leaning across the table to take his hand. “You’ve worked really hard this year, and you’ve been a big help to me with the kids. Bastian has loved having you here.” Her hand was clammy. She was leading up to something. “Sweetie, you know how much we’ve loved having you here, right?”

      Loved. She’d said loved…past tense. Oh, fuck.

      “Yeah. Sure,” he managed, biting down on his tongue until he tasted blood. He just needed to focus on the now, on the present. He couldn’t think about what was to come.

      “Is… Is there any place else you can stay for a while?” she asked, dropping her gaze to stare into her coffee cup, like she was trying to read the future.

      No. Of course, he didn’t have any place else to go. His heart slammed in his chest until he felt faint. His entire family was either dead or in prison. His father’s friends had all abandoned him, and his own friends no longer wanted anything to do with him. He was too old for foster care. If he went to a shelter, somebody would steal all his stuff, and he needed his laptop for school. Without it, he’d never be able to keep up with his coursework. But none of that was her problem. He’d long overstayed his welcome.

      “Yeah, sure. No problem,” he lied, rising to his feet. “I’ll be out before dinner. Thanks for letting me stay with you.”

      “They’re threatening his scholarship,” she blurted.

      He dropped back down into the chair, wincing. “What?”

      “The school. They pulled me out of work, called me into a meeting off campus. They said you’re a bad influence on him. That he got into a fight during assembly yesterday because of you. I know you aren’t a troublemaker, Callum. I do. But you know we need Bastian to play lacrosse, and they are threatening to kick him off the team if he’s seen associating with you on the field…or off.”

      Bastian was there on an athletic scholarship. If he couldn’t play, he couldn’t stay, and that would mean missing out on full-rides to ivy league schools. He didn’t have academics to fall back on like Cal. Bastian needed to keep playing. His family needed him to keep playing. He was the only way out for them.

      “I understand. I’m sorry I’ve put you guys on their radar.”

      Renata shook her head, tears in her eyes. “You did nothing wrong. I hate that they are trying to punish you because of your father. It’s not fair. You had nothing to do with any of this mess.” She pulled some money from her pocket. “Here. It’s only about sixty dollars but it should be enough for a decent hotel for the night and a little food so you can figure out your next move.”

      Cal stared at the money. “I can’t take that.”

      She sniffled. “Of course, you can. Don’t be ridiculous. You need to take care of yourself.”

      How the fuck was he supposed to do that? He was nineteen years old. He didn’t even know how to do his own laundry or boil water. He had no money, no life skills, nothing. He had fucking nothing. Shit. Shit. Shit. Shit. Shit. This was all a game to them. They’d thought Gideon would toss him out on his ass, but now that he hadn’t, they were going to do an end run around him. They’d cut him off from his resources, then they’d just start finding excuses to punish him until he either dropped out or they could force Gideon to abide by the school’s honor code.

      Maybe it was time to tell Hillary he’d take another job? The idea made his stomach churn but not as much as the thought of being out in the cold and rain alone. He wasn’t there yet. He could think about it tomorrow. He took the crumpled money from her hand and stuffed it into his pocket. “I’m gonna go pack my stuff. Thanks for the money.”

      “I really am sorry, Callum. You’re a good boy. These people…they just have no souls.”

      “It’s fine. I’ll be fine. I promise.”

      He went to his room and gathered the clothes he could find, doing his best to fold his uniform as small as possible without causing it to wrinkle. He changed into jeans, a green v-neck t-shirt, and his nicest sweater. Maybe the key to survival was just looking like he belonged? He managed to fit his test kit, his meds, and his laptop and chargers into the bag, but just barely.

      He was slipping his backpack over his shoulders when Bastian came in, hair still wet from his shower at the school. “My mom just told me what happened. I’m really fucking sorry, dude. It’s not cool at all but you know how much my mom is counting on me.”

      “It’s all good. I swear. I’ll be fine. It’s all going to be fine.”

      Maybe if he just kept saying it, it would be true. Maybe if he kept saying it, he would convince his body to believe it and quell the panic that clawed its way up his throat every time he thought about spending the night outside in the rain.

      Bastian whipped his closet open and pulled out a heavy quilted parka and a sleeping bag. “Here.” He held up the sleeping bag. “Look, this snaps right to your backpack, like this.” He snapped it into place. “And the jacket doesn’t even fit me anymore, so it will keep you warm when the temperatures start slipping. It’s waterproof.”

      Cal wanted to refuse it, just like he’d tried to refuse the money, but the truth was, he was too scared to be proud. “Thanks. Your mom gave me money for a room tonight, so don’t freak out. I’ll be fine.”

      “Listen, there was a time when we had to live out of my mom’s van for a few weeks. If you can find a parking garage, sometimes, you can find some out of the way nooks to hide in, away from the wind and the rain. Also, if you get super desperate, the bus station is open all night. That trick only works once, but with your rich white boy haircut and your fancy clothes, nobody will think you’ve got no place else to go.”

      Cal just kept nodding like one of those plastic bobble-heads he’d gotten when he played little league. It was like he couldn’t stop. “I should get going so I can find a place for the night.”

      “Sure, yeah. Right. I’ll see you at school tomorrow, right?”

      “Yeah. Totally. Not going to fuck up my perfect attendance record now,” he said, forcing a grin to his face.

      Once he was out on the street, he slipped his headphones on and turned up his music, shoving his hands in his pockets. Bastian lived in a typical middle-class neighborhood, but Cal knew if he went south where the cheapest motels were found, he’d never make it to school on time in the morning, something he bet the board was counting on. The bus station was two towns over, and the subway was too loud to sleep in.

      So, he walked into Aventura, wandering the mall and listening to music until he grew hungry and hit the food court. He used his wad of money to buy himself a chicken salad and a water and sat, watching people until they announced the mall closing in ten minutes.

      Back out on the street, Cal wandered aimlessly until he found himself outside a familiar building. Gideon’s building. He didn’t know why he’d gone there. It wasn’t like he could just knock on the door and ask to move in…no matter how soothing the thought was. So, instead, he wandered around the back of the building where a man sat in a little booth as people swiped their cards to get in and out of the garage. Cal sat across the street. Each time somebody swiped, they would wave to the man in the booth as the metal grate rose to allow them to come or go.

      Around midnight, the man in the booth opened the door and disappeared down a long hallway. When headlights turned the corner, Cal stood, crossing the street and pretending to walk in the opposite direction. The people in the car paid him no mind. As soon as they waved their badge in front of the sensor, the gate rose. The car pushed through as soon as they were able, turning the corner, leaving Cal plenty of time to slip beneath the gate and duck behind cars, hopping over low metal walls to keep himself out of sight of the man who would soon return to the guard booth.

      It was quiet in the garage, but it wasn’t very hidden. He was afraid to sleep too close to any cars and didn’t want to take his chances with the hallways or stairwells, figuring those had to be on some security guard’s path. He’d almost given up when he saw it, a small alcove with a chain link gate and a sign warning to keep out, saying it was for building personnel only. It was locked, but there was just enough space for him to climb up and over, tossing his book bag in ahead of him.

      A huge metal box sat in the alcove behind yet another fence, but there was a small space behind the concrete wall and the fence where Cal could open his sleeping bag and use his backpack for a pillow. It wasn’t perfect. But at least it felt safe. He felt safe. Somewhere, just a few hundred feet away, was Gideon. If things got really bad, he could just go there. But only if things got bad. Which they wouldn’t. He would be okay there, even if the machines’ whirring sound made him a little dizzy and each time somebody parked, their alarm chirped. It was still better than being in an alley or behind a dumpster. Anything was better than that.
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      Gideon glanced at the clock on his desk, tapping his fingers impatiently. Callum should have been there by now. He’d made it known to the office and the boy’s teachers that Cal had lunchtime detention until the end of the year and would likely miss his free period as well. Nobody had appeared to care all that much since the board had clearly made their feelings known to anybody at their disposal. Abernathy had even seemed rather snide about Gideon punishing the boy. If she only knew how sweetly the boy had begged for it.

      But now, Cal was late. Very late. Gideon shook his head, getting to his feet and slipping his suit jacket on, before stepping into the hallway and heading towards Cal’s Global Politics classroom. Perhaps Dr. Fabian had kept the boy late to go over coursework? Two students lingered by their lockers, but neither were Cal. Gideon stared pointedly at the two and then at his watch until the two turned and headed to the cafeteria. As he walked, his gaze swept the halls and the windowed doors of classrooms just on the off chance he might spot the boy, but he found each classroom deserted.

      Dr. Fabian’s classroom was empty as well, though the door was unlocked. Gideon entered to have a look around, uncertain where to look for the boy or if he’d even come to school. He was about to leave when he spotted Cal’s backpack sitting beside a desk at the back, partially open as if he’d been looking for something when he’d left suddenly. Gideon frowned. What would have caused him to leave so quickly that he’d risk leaving his laptop and other electronics in the classroom? He retrieved the boy’s bag, scribbling a note and sticking it to the desk.
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      Gideon walked back to his office on autopilot, his thoughts on Cal and his sudden disappearance. He rounded the corner and ran into a balding older man with a dark beard. He wore a navy polo shirt and khakis that identified him as one of the maintenance staff. Vasily or Vladimir, something Russian. He had a mop and bucket with him, a bottle of window cleaner hooked on his belt, and a rag thrown over his shoulder. “Sir, they call me to clean up vomit in east hall bathroom, but the boy is still in there. He’s very ill, sir. Very. He’s sick…everywhere. Nurse at lunch. You come?”

      Gideon nodded, stomach sinking as he followed the man. When they reached the restroom, the man pointed to the door but wouldn’t go inside. Gideon frowned, pulling open the door and stopping short, the acrid stench of vomit rocking him back on his heels and knocking him backward into memories from his childhood, of his father lying unconscious, beer cans littering the linoleum floor of the trailer. He forced the thoughts away, stepping over a puddle an alarming shade of bright green.

      He rapped his knuckles sharply on the closed door at the end of the row of stalls.

      “Occupied,” Cal called weakly.

      Part of Gideon was relieved to have found the boy, but the rest of him couldn’t help but worry about an illness this abrupt. “Callum, it’s Gideon. Let me in.”

      Gideon listened to the sound of shifting and fabric rustling, but then Cal was heaving again, moaning as his body attempted to rid itself of whatever contents remained inside his belly. “I’m fine. I have a stomach bug. I just need a few more minutes and I’ll be good to go. You don’t have to worry.”

      Gideon didn’t believe him for a second. Cal’s voice was raw and weak, his breathing heavy through the door. In the mirror, Gideon could make out Cal’s legs outstretched, his back propped against the tile walls. “Callum, open this door right now or I’ll break it down.”

      There was a shuffling sound and then the door creaked open. Gideon pushed the door open to find Cal leaning heavily against the porcelain seat. He knelt beside the boy, holding his head in his hands. Cal gazed up at him, miserable. He seemed glassy-eyed, his skin chalky, lips chapped, his whole body cold and sweaty. “Did you take something? Pills? Booze? Don’t lie to me.”

      Cal pulled away from Gideon, pulling his knees to his chest. “Right. Now, I’m a fucking junkie. It’s food poisoning…or a stomach bug. I don’t do drugs.”

      Gideon gave him a stern look, pushing the boy’s hair off his damp forehead. “This isn’t a joke.”

      Cal glared at him. “I don’t find being accused of being a drug addict particularly amusing, so I guess we’re even,” Cal snapped before wrapping his arms around his middle and groaning.

      “How long have you been like this?” Gideon asked. “When did this start?”

      Cal shrugged, his head tipping back onto the tile, lids fluttering as he struggled to keep his gaze on Gideon. “Right after fourth period, I guess.”

      Food poisoning would have come on much more quickly. Gideon supposed it could be a stomach bug, but something about the boy’s pallor concerned him. “Can you walk?”

      A smile crossed Cal’s face, fading as fast as it arrived. “Why, are you going to carry me?”

      Gideon dropped his voice low. “Do you think I won’t, brat? Try me.”

      Cal groaned. “You do that and it’ll just make me an even bigger laughing stock. You’ll make me even more hated than I already am, and then they’ll come for you next.”

      Gideon stood, pulling Cal to his feet with ease, putting an arm around his shoulders. “Then I guess it would be in your best interest to keep your feet underneath you. Walk or I’ll carry you,” he ordered, but there was no real heat behind his words.

      The maintenance man entered the restroom with a grimace. There was a sign declaring the restroom closed just outside the door, but there were no others in the halls. Once they entered Gideon’s office, he helped Cal to the leather sofa in the corner, tucking a pillow beneath the boy’s head. Once he seemed comfortable, Gideon locked the door and pulled a bottle of water from the fridge and handed it to Cal who twisted off the top and started to guzzle the water in deep pulls. “Ah-ah. Careful, little bird. Slow down. That cold water will make your stomach cramp. Sip it.”

      “I’m just so thirsty,” Cal said, his voice small.

      “I know. But if you just throw it up again, that won’t help anybody. Do you want me to call somebody to come retrieve you and take you to the doctor?”

      Cal’s eyes went wide. “No!” At Gideon’s arched brow, Cal shrugged. “It’s just that Bastian’s mom can’t really be pulled from work. She already had to miss part of her work day yesterday. I’ll be fine. I just need a little rest. I’ve been a bit under the weather. That’s all. Preparing for final projects and IB exams is just…it’s just a lot. You know?”

      Gideon did know, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that there was more to it than that, but what could he say? He didn’t know Cal, and Cal didn’t know him. Not really. Not at all. He couldn’t ask him to bare his soul or to trust him with all his secrets when Gideon would never do the same. Theirs was a hopeless situation that was bound to end in pain and resentment, but a promise was a promise. He’d agreed to be Callum’s Daddy for the next six weeks, and he wouldn’t shirk his responsibilities.

      “I’m going to take you home. You need some rest. I’ll make sure you aren’t marked as absent and that you get your classwork sent to you on Blackboard.”

      Cal did his best to sit up but then groaned, doubling over. “No. I said I’d be fine. Just give me some time.”

      Gideon made a noise of impatience. “I can take you to wherever you call home or I can take you to the hospital. Those are your options. I suggest you choose quickly.”

      The boy chewed on the inside of his cheek as he glowered at Gideon. “Home,” he finally said, sullen.

      “Excellent.”

      Gideon grabbed his keys and his wallet before helping Cal to his feet and taking the boy’s bag. He pulled open his office door only to come face to face with Mrs. Abernathy, who glared at Callum with equal amounts of disdain and distrust.

      “What’s this?” she asked.

      “Callum has fallen ill, as you can see. I’m taking him home, so he can rest.”

      Her features all seemed to bunch in the middle of her face. “Home? What home?”

      Gideon returned the woman’s sour look. “Well, not mine, obviously. I’m taking him to his home.”

      “What home? I heard his home was seized by the government.”

      Callum leaned heavily against the door frame, staring at his shoes. He seemed too tired to even come up with any sort of retort. Gideon couldn’t blame him, the woman was odious. “I’m finding this conversation tiresome. I’ll take the boy to wherever he’s staying and make sure he’s comfortable and then I’ll return. I’m sure you can hold down the fort for an hour or so, can’t you?”

      She scoffed. “I’ve been running this school since before you were born, Mr. Gideon.”

      “It’s Dr. Gideon. Mrs. Abernathy.”

      The woman made a disapproving noise in the back of her throat before turning on her blocky sensible heel and storming off in the direction of the library. “Come along, little bird,” Gideon whispered.

      It took twice as long as it should to get to the parking lot, and by the time he had Cal buckled into the passenger seat, a whole other fine sheen of sweat coated the boy, making his white uniform shirt stick to him like a second skin. Gideon once more pushed the boy’s hair off his forehead, letting his hand linger longer than necessary just because Cal leaned into the touch, lids closing with a sigh.

      Once Gideon turned over the engine, he turned the AC vents towards Cal, careful not to make it too cold. Cal read off an address in midtown before slumping in his seat, his forehead pressed against the window. Gideon didn’t attempt to hold a conversation with the boy. He clearly needed rest. When he pulled up to a small pale green clapboard house with a neat porch, three hanging baskets full of impatiens, and a set of white concrete stairs leading to a purple door, he rolled to a stop.

      “You’re here, little bird.”

      Cal cracked his eyes open with great effort. “Thanks,” he muttered, opening the door.

      “Wait. Do you still have a cell phone?”

      Cal flushed and pulled out an older model flip phone. Gideon took it, saving his number. “You listen to me. If you need anything, you call me. Understand? I’m sure there’s somebody in that house who will take care of you, but if, God forbid, something goes wrong, call me.” Cal gave a stilted nod, one foot out the door. “No. Don’t nod. Say it.”

      Cal eyed him warily. “If I need anything, I’ll call you.”

      Gideon wasn’t convinced, but it was the best he could hope for under the circumstances. Honestly, he had no idea why he’d just offered up his private number to a boy he’d agreed to see only during school hours. Though, technically, Gideon supposed they’d never really discussed the terms of their arrangement in detail. As soon as the boy was feeling better, Gideon would make it a priority so there were no misunderstandings later.

      He watched the boy until his hand was on the doorknob before pulling away from the curb. He’d only made it a block when he had the sudden urge to turn around and go back, to just check one last time and make sure the boy was okay. But how would he explain that? He couldn’t. He couldn’t explain it to himself. He couldn’t imagine explaining it to anybody else. It had been six long years since he’d been with the same person more than once—it was bound to fuck with his emotions. He pressed his foot down on the gas pedal, putting as much distance between himself and Cal as possible. That was all he needed really. Distance. Perspective.

      Everything would be clearer once he had that.
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      Cal was tired, so very fucking tired. His stomach felt like somebody had put his organs in a blender, but he’d finally stopped vomiting some time ago. He didn’t know what day it was or even where he was. He thought he’d made it back to Gideon’s garage, but when he’d opened his eyes he was just walking, walking in the blinding sun. It was crisp and cool, but the sun seemed to be shining right into his eyes, beating down on his face until he was burning up.

      He just needed to keep moving, putting one foot in front of the other. But everything was spinning, and sweat dripped into his eyes, blurring his vision. He was on the sidewalk…somewhere. There were lots of people but none he recognized. Just bodies, moving the opposite way down the sidewalk, all in tandem, all out of step with him, as if they’d learned the routine while he’d been sleeping.

      He couldn’t read the street signs, but did it even matter? He had nowhere to go, nowhere to be. He just wandered blindly, the lone man on stage who didn’t know the dance number. He didn’t feel like a person. He felt like a pinball, ricocheting from wall to wall, stumbling over cracks in the sidewalk and curbs that seemed to come from nowhere and random bags of garbage that appeared like obstacles in a video game, there for no other reason than to trip him up.

      He stumbled as his shoulder connected with something. “Hey, watch where you’re going, asshole,” a guy yelled, shoving him hard enough to send him face-first into a metal post. Pain exploded in his jaw, and he wondered if his tooth was gone. He poked at it with his tongue, stomach churning painfully as his mouth filled with copper. Maybe he was dead. Maybe he was dead and this was hell and this was his life now.

      He clung to the metal post, pressing his forehead to the painted green surface, grateful for the coolness on his overheated skin. How could he be hot and cold at the same time? Hungry and sick at the same time? It had to be hell, right? Only some demon could make you feel everything and nothing all at once. He was so thirsty but the thought of anything in his gnawing empty belly made him groan.

      Why hadn’t he stayed close to Bastian’s house? Just in case? They probably wouldn’t have noticed him in the crawl space under the porch. At first, the idea of sharing the space with the family of possums they’d seen under there a few weeks ago had seemed terrifying. But now, he’d consider sharing the space with a thousand cobras if it meant he could just lie down and not be afraid.

      “You okay, baby?” a kind voice asked from beside him.

      Cal forced his lids open. “What?” he mumbled.

      A plump elderly black woman in leopard print glasses, and a long black dress and coat frowned at him. “What’d you take, sugar? Meth? Oxy?” She put her hand on his head, and he whimpered, leaning into her touch. “Child. You are burning up. Why do you babies do this to yourselves? How’d you even get this far from home in this fancy uniform? Can I call somebody for you?”

      “Nobody cares,” he whispered, heart shredding as he acknowledged the truth of his words, blinking tears from his eyes.

      There had never really been a time in his life when somebody had loved him, when they’d cared whether he lived or died. He was nobody’s favorite person. Nobody had ever been truly happy to see him. Not really. If he died on the streets, would anybody even notice he was gone? Had anybody noticed at all? How long had he even been gone? He didn’t know. Everything was just bleeding together like some muddy mess.

      “Oh, now, that can’t be true. A handsome boy like you. I bet your parents are very proud of you.”

      A giggle erupted from somewhere before quickly turning into a sob. “They’re dead. They are all dead.”

      It wasn’t true, but it wasn’t a lie either. His mother and grandparents were dead, and his father would never see the outside of a prison cell. Nobody else even knew of his existence.

      He slid down the pole and pulled his legs to his chest, close enough to the street to feel the heat and stench of the passing car’s exhaust. He leaned his head back, eyes falling closed. “You can’t stay there, sugar. It’s not safe.”

      “Melba, leave that boy alone. Look at him bleeding all over himself. You can’t help every damn junkie you find on the street, especially one that looks like he can take care of his own self,” a man’s voice boomed.

      The woman gave a sigh and pressed something into his hand. “Bless you, child. Take care of yourself. I’ll pray for you.”

      “Don’t bother,” he said, slipping into darkness.

      A car horn brought Cal awake with a start, eyes flying open only to have a bright white light burning his retinas. He held up his hand, head swimming. He peeled his tongue from the roof of his mouth as he tried to get his bearings. It was dark out. He sat in a pool of light from the streetlamp overhead. He shivered, realizing his jacket was gone…and his shoes and socks. He looked frantically for his bag, realizing that it sat open against the brick wall of the building just two feet away. He lurched himself towards it, still too dizzy to stand.

      His laptop was gone. His tablet, too. So were the chargers. His crappy burner phone was still there though. He gave a hollow laugh, slipping it into his pocket and untucking his shirt to protect it.

      He managed to pull himself to his feet but could only lean against the building. His eyes weren’t working right. Nothing was working. Maybe his blood sugar was high? Or low?

      Panic ripped through him as he realized what else was no longer in his backpack, dropping him to the ground like a stone to dig through the ripped up remains. His insulin. His insulin was gone. His test kit. Gone. He had nothing. He had literally nothing. No money. No medication. No friends. No help. No shoes or clothes. He was a type one diabetic. Insulin wasn’t optional. His body didn’t naturally produce it. Insulin kept him alive. When had he last dosed? What time was it? Where even was he?

      “Where am I?” he managed to ask a group of people walking by. They snickered but didn’t otherwise answer. Cal didn’t blame them. How many times had he walked across the street to avoid homeless people? Some would say this was karma. Maybe it was. He let his eyes fall closed, just resting them for a moment or two, trying to give his brain time to catch up, time to think, to form some kind of cohesive thought.

      When he opened his eyes once more, a set of golden eyes stared at him, close enough for Cal to yelp. It was a dog. A great big black pit bull with huge white scars across its face. Cal narrowed his eyes at the stocky beast. A hellhound? Cerberus? The great beast was surely a harbinger of death, sent from the beyond to ferry him across the river Styx. Cal giggled. The dog tilted its head and whined, seeming as lost and confused as Cal.

      “Are you real?” Cal whispered before erupting in another giggle.

      Jesus. He really had lost it. The dog whined again, pushing its nose against Cal’s cheek. He held up a hand, letting the dog bump his head under it for a scratch. “Did nobody want you either?”

      The dog dropped down beside Cal, resting his square head on Cal’s knee. He leaned his head back against the brick wall, letting his eyes fall shut as he stroked the dog behind the ears. At least he wouldn’t die alone. It wasn’t like there was anything left for anybody to steal.

      He didn’t think he’d fallen asleep, but suddenly, there was a flashlight in his eyes and a boot kicking at his bare foot. “Hey, kid. You can’t sleep here, and you need to put that dog on a leash or animal control’s gonna take him.”

      “Where’s here?” Cal croaked, his head lolling to his shoulder to avoid the harsh light. When the flashlight lowered, Cal saw a man in a policeman’s uniform and a rain slicker. It was only then he realized it was raining and he and the dog were sopping wet. He should have been freezing, but somehow, he felt like his skin was on fire.

      “The mall,” the man said, like Cal was crazy.

      “What day is it?” Cal asked, feeling crazy.

      The officer crouched beside him, eyeing the dog warily. “Wednesday,” he answered, sounding preoccupied. “Hey, kid. Can you tell me what year it is?”

      Cal frowned. “I’m not crazy,” he said, voice uncertain as he searched for the answer buried under the cobwebs in his brain. “Twenty nineteen?”

      The officer’s ambivalent noise sent a cold chill through Cal. “Can you tell me who’s president?”

      Cal tried to think of the name. It was so close, right on the tip of his tongue, but still too far away. “I know it. Just give me a second. I didn’t take my meds today. It makes me…foggy.”

      The cop scoffed. “What kind of meds, kid? Antipsychotics? Antidepressants? Benzos? Did you go off your bipolar meds or something?”

      “Insulin,” Cal said. “I need insulin.” So grateful to at least be able to say that much.

      “Well, that’s a first. Have you tried registering at the shelter? They might be able to set you up at the church. They sometimes have programs for homeless diabetics.”

      “Can’t wait,” Cal muttered. “Need it now. I could die.”

      There was a long pause. “Should I call an ambulance for you?”

      Cal’s eyes went wide, and he shook his head violently, groaning as the world tilted on its axis. What would that bill look like? He couldn’t even afford medication, much less an actual ambulance or a hospital stay. “No. I-I have somebody I can call. A friend.” He pulled his flip phone free, showing it to the officer. “Can I just please wait here until he comes?” he lied.

      Something in Cal’s tone must have sounded insincere because the officer narrowed his eyes at him. “Let’s just wait and see if somebody’s coming for you first, kid.”

      Disappointment settled deep in Cal’s bones. There were only two numbers in the phone. Bastian and one saved without a name. Daddy. He couldn’t call Bastian. He couldn’t remember why, but calling Bastian was bad. Calling Daddy was probably bad, too. Gideon. Daddy Gideon. What choice did he have? It only rang once. “Callum?”

      Cal’s heart did something funny in his chest at the concern in Gideon’s voice. When he went to speak, his voice cracked, ending in a sob. “I think I’m in trouble, Daddy.”

      There was a sharp inhalation. “Where are you, baby? You don’t sound right. Why are you slurring your words? Are you alone?”

      “I think I made a mistake,” he managed before the phone slipped from his fingers.

      The dog licked at the tears on his face, but he was no longer capable of anything but just lying there. His arms and legs were weighed down by heavy stones, and his brain felt bruised and swollen.

      The officer picked up his phone. “Hello? This is Officer Marshall, who am I speaking with?”

      Cal didn’t know what Gideon said. He wouldn’t be surprised if he just hung up and pretended they didn’t know each other. This could definitely ruin everything for him. Gideon was Cal’s headmaster. Bastian was his friend. He ran those two statements over and over for fear of losing those facts again. His memories were slipping away, his thoughts falling out like sand through a colander. He liked Gideon so much. Enough to blackmail him. Something twisted inside him.

      “What do you want me to do about his dog?” Cal heard the officer ask. “Yes, sir. The Galleria Mall. West Entrance. Are you sure you want me to call them?”

      Gideon wanted the officer to call somebody else. Cal had no idea why it hurt so much. They didn’t even know each other. At all. Three rough sexual encounters did not make a random stranger responsible for his survival. Especially when the only reason Gideon had even punished Cal again was because of blackmail. Cal was so desperate for any kind of touch he’d literally blackmailed his headmaster into fucking him. His whole body felt like it was on fire. The dog whined, blanketing himself over Cal’s body.

      In the distance, Cal could hear sirens. Gideon had told them to simply call the ambulance and take him away. Part of him thought maybe it would’ve been better if he had never called Gideon at all. Then he could have at least pretended. He found it was impossible to open his eyes, but that probably didn’t matter anymore. He focused on the dog pushing his head up under his chin.

      “Callum!”

      Gideon. The dog growled low. “Shh, he’s okay, boy,” Cal mumbled.

      “Jesus, how long has he been like this? What happened to his jacket? His shoes?” Gideon sounded angry. Really angry. But not with Cal. With the officer. He wasn’t mad at Cal. He sighed.

      “Sir, I’m going to need you to calm down. I only found him like this about ten minutes before I called you. Didn’t anybody notice he was missing?”

      Gideon’s voice went cold as ice. “Of course, we noticed. He was ill with a stomach bug yesterday. I dropped him at his home. I assumed he’d decided to stay home today.”

      Today? But Gideon had dropped Cal off just a few hours ago, hadn’t he? The officer had said Wednesday, not Tuesday. Had Cal been lying there for two days? Why couldn’t he remember?

      Rough hands pulled him close. “Callum. When was the last time you ate? Where are your meds?”

      “You came,” Cal said, still unable to pry his eyes open but trying to smile so Gideon knew he was grateful. “I’m sorry.” There was a commotion and the sound of doors opening and metal clamoring, and then the dog was growling once more. “Don’t let them hurt him,” Cal begged Gideon. “He’s a good boy.”

      “Come here, boy,” Gideon commanded, tone leaving no room for argument. A moment later, Gideon crooned, “That’s it. Good boy.” Cal shivered.

      “Sir, do you know this man?” a female voice asked. “What can you tell us? Parents? Next of kin?”

      “He’s my student. Callum Whyte. He’s nineteen years old. Mother deceased, father’s…out of the picture. He’s a type one diabetic, and I don’t know when he had his last dose of insulin, and he seems unable to answer. He has no next of kin that I’m aware of, but as his headmaster, I’ve tried to keep a close watch over him.”

      Cal groaned as a finger pulled up his eyelid and shined a light in his eye. “Pupils reactive to light.” There was a sound like buttons flying and then sticky pads pressed to his chest and belly, and then he was flying into the air, landing roughly on a cloud. “He’s tachy. BP is ninety over forty.”

      “What hospital are you taking him to?” Gideon asked.

      “Asheville General.”

      “Shit, Cap. His glucose is maxing out the machine. His breath smells like rotten fruit, his membranes are dry, and his skin is tenting. I think he’s in DKA,” the female voice said.

      A voice directly over Cal’s head responded with, “Hang a bag of saline. Run it wide open, we need to replace his fluids.”

      “Can’t you just give him insulin?” Gideon asked from far away.

      “Sir, if we give him insulin while he’s hypovolemic we could kill him. We need to know his potassium level first. We gotta get this bus moving. You can talk to the treating physician there with the patient’s permission.”

      “Cal, I’ll be right behind you. I just have to make a call.”

      There was the sound of doors slamming and movement, and then nothing at all.
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      “Lucky Leo, what’s up, homie? I never hear from you anymore.”

      Gideon rolled his eyes. “Listen, Des. I need you to meet me at Asheville General. Now.”

      There was a sound of fabric on fabric as his friend seemed to shift position on the other side of the call. “You okay? You hurt?”

      Gideon smiled despite himself. Even after thirty fucking years, Desmond was always ready to help. “Not me. A…friend. But I have this dog with me and they don’t allow dogs in hospitals. You live nearby, and you’re literally the only person I can think of who knows animals and doesn’t hate them. Besides, he appears…menacing.”

      There was a snort of laughter. “Menacing. I love when you go all professor on me. Like we didn’t both grow up in the same hood. Yeah, I’ll come watch your menacing dog, Mister Hundred-Dollar-Words. Give me ten to throw some clothes on. I’ll meet you outside the ED.”

      Gideon breathed a sigh of relief as he disconnected, side-eyeing the pit bull who now rode shotgun. The dog seemed just as leery of him, refusing to make eye contact. “This is a Tesla, so don’t get any ideas, okay?”

      The dog’s mouth fell open, and its tongue unfurled from its mouth as he began to pant loudly. Gideon made it to the emergency room in less than fifteen minutes. Other than a small puddle of drool on his leather seats, the dog had been perfectly well behaved. He let out a breath when he saw Desmond waiting for him, the glow of his bald brown head gleaming under the security lights. He wore jeans and a henley the same color blue as his eyes. He leaned against the wall beside the door. It occurred to Gideon then that he didn’t have a leash for the dog.

      When Desmond saw him pull up, he pushed away from the wall and knocked on the window. Gideon pushed the button until the glass was at half mast. The pit bull immediately pushed his face into the crack to greet the man on the other side, like they were old friends. “Be careful. I don’t think he’s dangerous, but you never know,” Gideon warned.

      This time, it was Des who rolled his eyes. “What’s his name?”

      His name? Dog? He hadn’t thought about it. Gideon had never had pets, and the only time he’d ever asked for one, Grant had told him he wasn’t responsible enough. Grant had always thought Gideon was too irresponsible for lots of things. Pets. Children. Anything that hadn’t fit into Grant’s tidy plan for their lives. Gideon frowned, pushing thoughts of his dead husband from his mind. There was no collar, but the dog at least deserved a name. He’d done his best to protect Callum from harm. “Aloysius.”

      Desmond’s face dropped. “You can’t be serious. That’s just cruel. Why can’t you just remove the stick from your ass for one night and name the dog something normal? Rex? Spot? Chance? Buddy?”

      Gideon ignored him. “I don’t have a leash either. Sorry.”

      “We don’t need a leash, do we?” Desmond crooned, kissing the dog’s nose before popping the door open.

      Gideon swore the dog smiled at his friend, hopping down, little nub of a tail wagging his whole back half. Desmond crouched beside the dog, scratching his head. “You need a bath, huh? And a checkup.” To Gideon, he said, “I’m gonna take him to the clinic.” He looked the dog over. “Correction, I’m going to take her to the clinic. How can somebody as smart as you not realize this is a girl dog?”

      “I don’t tend to check the genitals of random animals. Besides, I was a bit preoccupied with the unconscious student at my feet,” Gideon quipped.

      “Still want to call this poor girl Aloysius?” Des inquired, still squatting beside the scarred up beast.

      “Fine, call her Alexa. They both mean warrior, and she protected Cal when he was in a very fragile state.”

      “Of course, she did. You’re the goodest girl, aren’t you?” Desmond pulled a treat from his pocket and fed it to the dog.

      “Do you always keep dog treats on you?” Gideon asked.

      “Veterinarians are always prepared. We’re like the Boy Scouts but without all the pedophilia and homophobia. Do you always check on your grad students when they end up in the hospital? Or babysit their dogs?”

      “He’s not a grad student and mind your own fucking business.”

      Desmond snorted. “Yeah, somehow that’s what I thought you’d say.”

      Gideon snorted a laugh. “I’ll call you when I can come and get her.”

      “No worries. She’s got a date with a flea bath and some nail clippers. Come on, Alexa.”

      The dog trotted off with his friend without a backward glance at Gideon. He parked the car in the spot designated for the emergency room patients and jogged towards the automatic doors. Inside, it was quiet as a church. It wasn’t empty by any means, but the people seated around the waiting room were all whispering to each other or just wrapped up in their own misery. Behind a shiny white formica counter sat a man with a buzzcut in teal scrubs.

      “Can I help you, sir?” the man asked, looking Gideon up and down, possibly for an injury.

      Gideon fought to remain calm. “Yes, I’m looking for a patient just brought in by ambulance. Callum Whyte.”

      The man tapped on the keyboard in front of him. “Are you family, sir?”

      “Yes,” Gideon lied without missing a beat.

      “Uh, okay, let me check in the back and see if he’s stable enough for visitors. One moment, please.”

      Stable enough? Gideon’s stomach clenched at the words. He should have checked on him the moment he noticed he wasn’t in school. How long had he been on the streets? How long had he gone without food or proper medication? Why hadn’t he taken him to the hospital yesterday? Gideon had known something was wrong all day, but he’d ignored it, the voice in his head screaming that the boy wasn’t his concern. Which was just stupid because, of course, he was. He’d agreed to watch over him for the six weeks they were involved, had agreed to be the boy’s Daddy and there was more to that than just sex and punishment. It was quite clear Callum needed a Daddy, a protector, somebody to keep him safe.

      “Sir?”

      Gideon jerked his head upwards, realizing the nurse was back and speaking to him. “I’m sorry, what?”

      “I said he’s not conscious, but as soon as he’s stabilized, they’re moving him upstairs to the step-down unit. If you’d like to head up to the fifth-floor waiting room, I can ask his doctor to come speak to you as soon as he’s able.”

      “Of course,” Gideon muttered, already heading towards the elevator down the hall.

      He hated this place. The bleach smell, the frigid air, the decor, which was some kind of industrial chic with its chrome and wood finishes and sterile white floors. There was an energy to the place that forever set Gideon’s teeth on edge. A sort of melancholy that made people feel like death just lurked in the corners, waiting for them all.

      As Gideon stepped off the elevator, he sucked in a breath, pain searing his chest like an ice pick through his ribcage. He’d been there before. Waiting. Waiting for them to tell him what had happened to his husband. It wasn’t the same floor or even the same waiting room. They’d sent Gideon to the basement that time…to say his final goodbyes.

      But the shiny pale wooden tables and olive green chairs were the same. Bookshelves overflowing with donated books nobody would ever bother to read lined the back wall. A television in the corner played a home design show on mute, subtitles blipping across the screen. It was the same room, no matter the floor, no matter the hospital. It was the room where people sat you down and made you wait to hear news that would change your life for better or worse.

      He flopped down in the chair closest to the door. He should call somebody. Anybody. Surely somebody had to care about Callum, somebody other than the headmaster he’d blackmailed. It seemed impossible that somebody wouldn’t have come to his rescue. An aunt? A family friend? Somebody who saw Cal was an innocent victim in his father’s schemes? Somebody who didn’t think an appropriate punishment was to leave a nineteen-year-old penniless and dying in the street?

      “Sir?”

      Gideon lurched to his feet at the man standing before him. He looked like he couldn’t be much more than thirty, with his unwrinkled face and his big brown eyes hidden behind black framed glasses. He wore black scrubs and a lab coat that identified him as a Dr. McManus. His stethoscope hung from an oversized pocket, and his sandy blond hair stood up in all directions, like he might have been catching some sleep in the on-call room before Cal had arrived.

      “Yes, how is he?”

      The man folded his arms across his chest. “You’re family?”

      “The only family he’s got,” Gideon bluffed.

      “Well, Callum needs to start taking better care of himself. His blood sugar is well over 900. His potassium is elevated, he’s severely dehydrated. Another few hours and he very well might have died. Who does he live with?”

      That was a great question. Who had Cal been living with? “He was staying with a friend, or so I was told. I no longer believe that to be the case.”

      “He’s still not conscious. We’ve given him a small dose of insulin to get him started, but he’s going to have to remain here on an insulin drip until we can slowly stabilize him. We need to watch his fluids and electrolytes. We placed a nasogastric tube to keep him from aspirating. He’s a very sick kid.”

      Gideon dropped back down into the seat, scrubbing his hands over his face. “I don’t know how this happened. Just last week, his sugar had crashed so low, I almost took him to the hospital. Now, it’s through the roof.”

      The man shrugged. “He’s what we call a brittle diabetic. This isn’t the first time Callum’s been in here for treatment, according to his chart. I’m going to assume he’s had a major change of circumstance financially since his last admission four years ago. I can’t say for sure until he wakes up and we can ask him, but my guess is he’s been rationing his insulin. We’re seeing it more and more in type 1 diabetics who can no longer afford their medications.”

      “How much could it cost somebody who needs it to stay alive? Surely, there’s some program in place to help people like him? People without money?”

      “There are programs in place but, at his age, I don’t know that he’d know how to access them. And they truthfully aren’t for people like Callum who’s been using U500.” Gideon didn’t know what any of that meant but he let the doctor finish. “Your average long-acting insulin averages about two hundred and fifty dollars a vial, but if you need something like U500, it can run as much as fifteen hundred a vial. Imagine paying that times six vials and you’ll see why we’re in the crisis situation we’re in. I can set Callum up to speak with our diabetes educator but I doubt this is about a lack of education and more about a lack of funds. He looked pretty worse for wear.”

      Jesus. Was this why the boy had agreed to work for Hillary? He was desperate for money for his meds? Even with Gideon’s tip, their night together would have only paid for a single vial of medication. Gideon shook his head. “Once he’s recovered, Callum will come home with me. I’ll cover his medical expenses and his medications. I had no idea things were this bad.”

      “We’ve got him set up in his room, so I can take you to see him now. A member of our financial team will come and speak to you at some point. There are no set visiting hours for the step down unit, so you’re free to stay as long as you like.” Gideon stood once more to follow him when Dr. McManus turned around. “There is one more thing. Do you know where he got the bruises on his thighs and buttocks?”

      Gideon’s eyes went wide. Fuck, he hadn’t even thought of that. “No, I’m sorry. As I said, I haven’t been as attentive as I should have. He’s clearly in need of some attention and care.”

      Dr. McManus gave him one more up and down glance, like he was trying to decide if Gideon was the hero or villain of this particular scene—something Gideon found himself asking more and more lately. Finally, Dr. McManus made some internal decision and turned on his heel, nodding his head in the direction of the door.

      Gideon followed behind, keenly aware of every bell, beep, and phone ringing. There were medical personnel everywhere. Some nurses sat behind a large desk while others leaned over it, deep in conversation. Two small dark haired ladies dressed in scrubs pushed around strange looking machines with a blood pressure cuff attached.

      When he was finally inside Cal’s room, Gideon breathed a sigh of relief, pressing his back to the closed hospital room door as the buzz of the hospital hallway disappeared. His gaze landed on the boy. He wore a blue and white hospital gown, and somebody had tucked the covers up under his armpits. He looked small beneath the covers. A small tube had been fed up his left nostril, and a blood pressure cuff looped around his right arm. Another tube in his left arm attached to two bags hanging from a metal pole. There were deep purple bruises under his eyes, and his cheeks looked hollow, his skin chalky beneath his tan.

      Gideon dragged the chair over to Cal’s bedside.

      “Can you hear me, little bird?” Gideon asked, taking the boy’s hand in his, gently rubbing his thumb over his inner wrist.

      There was movement behind Cal’s lids, but his eyes never opened. Gideon let out a breath and slouched down in the chair, keeping the boy’s fingers linked with his. He didn’t remember dozing off but he must have. When he opened his eyes again, Cal was watching him, like he wasn’t sure if Gideon was really there.

      Gideon tilted his head. “You’re awake.”

      Cal smiled just a bit. “So are you.”

      Gideon leaned forward. “You scared me.”

      Cal’s eyes filled with tears, his cheeks stained red as he tried to wipe at them with his free hand. “I scared myself.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me things were so bad?” Gideon asked, voice soft.

      More tears streamed down his cheeks as he shrugged. “Why would I? We hardly even know each other. You only know I exist because I blackmailed you.”

      “Correction, I let you think you had successfully blackmailed me because I knew I wasn’t done with you five minutes after I let you leave my apartment that night and I wanted to see you again.”

      “I guess that’s all out the window now, huh?” Cal sniffed, turning his gaze to look out the window.

      “Do you want it to be?” Gideon asked.

      “What? No. You know I don’t,” Cal said.

      It wasn’t true. Gideon didn’t know that at all. He found it hard to know what was going on in the boy’s head. He could have only tried to blackmail him to stay at the school or to try to extort money from him…but he’d never asked for money. Not once. Not even the first night when Gideon had offered to let him walk with the cash without ever doing anything together.

      “Well, I don’t want it to be over either. But no more blackmail. If we’re going to do this, it will be my way. Understand?”

      “Yes, Daddy.”

      Gideon grinned. “Good boy. Once you’re able to leave the hospital, you’ll come stay with me. I’ll pay for your meds and your meals and anything else you need, and you’ll make sure you are testing your blood sugar regularly and taking your medications as prescribed.”

      Once more, tears started to fall. “I should say no, but I don’t want to be back out on the streets.”

      “Shh, don’t cry. I’ll take care of you. I should have made sure you were okay from the start. That’s on me.”

      Gideon waited for Cal’s waterfall of tears to slow. He seemed absolutely exhausted. He coughed a little, his tongue shooting out to lick over his bottom lip, voice almost shy as he asked, “But are we still… Can we still…”

      Gideon stood, bending over his boy to get close. “Can we…what, little bird?”

      Cal dry swallowed loud enough for Gideon to hear. “Are you still my Daddy?” he whispered.

      “Oh, yes. If that’s what you want. But part of that means making sure you’re healthy. I won’t risk your life. Once you’re stable, we’ll pick up right where we left off. There are so many things I’ve yet to show you…and do to you.”

      Cal whimpered as Gideon pressed a kiss against his ear. He dropped back into his seat just as the door opened and a nurse in purple scrubs stepped inside, smiling when she saw Cal and Gideon. “Oh, you’re awake. You two were having quite the nap. Time for your meds.”

      “How long do you think he’ll be here?” Gideon asked.

      She frowned as if thinking. “At least two or three days is standard with this admission, but don’t quote me on that,” she said.

      “Would it be alright if I brought him some of his things from home?”

      Cal cut his gaze towards Gideon in confusion, but the nurse just smiled. “I don’t see why not.”

      Gideon squeezed Cal’s hand. “I’m going to bring you some clothes and maybe your laptop, so you have something to do.”

      Cal’s face collapsed. “Somebody stole my laptop and my tablet. The only thing they didn’t take was my stupid flip-phone. Where is my phone?”

      “You just worry about getting well. I’m going to get you everything you need and check on your new canine companion.”

      “Where is he?” Cal asked before shaking his head. “I thought I dreamed that.”

      “You didn’t. She is with my veterinarian friend, Desmond. He’s looking her over. Since she didn’t tell me her name, I’ve taken to calling her Alexa. You can change it to whatever you like.”

      Cal grinned. “I like Alexa.”

      “Good. So do I. I’ll be back soon. Get some rest.”

      The door was almost closed when Gideon heard the nurse say, “Wow, your dad seems like he spoils you.”

      He heard Cal give an embarrassed laugh. “Yeah, he’s the best.”
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      The next three days passed in a blur of finger sticks and vital sign checks and a sea of nursing assistants and doctors wandering in and out of Cal’s room. As his blood sugars lowered to what the doctors considered an acceptable level, Cal’s thoughts cleared and his mood stabilized until he felt almost human again. They’d removed the tube in his nose and the catheter from his bladder, which made him feel more human as well. He still had little memory of wandering the streets, but maybe that was a good thing.

      He’d had the same nurse the last two nights, Claudia, a beautiful older woman with umber colored sun-kissed skin, long braids woven with gold beads, and light brown eyes the color of his father’s favorite whiskey. The day shift nurses always seemed preoccupied; friendly but definitely all business, checking his lines and his heart rate before scurrying off to the next patient. Claudia never seemed in a hurry, maybe because the doctors weren’t there to bug the nurses at night. At least, that’s what she’d told him before giving him a melodic laugh that Cal wanted to listen to forever.

      Claudia claimed Gideon visited Cal each night while he slept. She said he stayed for hours just watching him sleep. Cal had tried to force himself to stay awake last night, but it was impossible. They gave him something Claudia called a ‘sleep aid,’ but it hit Cal like a truck, causing him to fall into a coma-like dreamless slumber.

      Gideon became Cal’s Santa Claus. This mythical figure who appeared while Cal slept and left gifts behind, each one wrapped in fancy silver paper with a tag that just read, From Daddy. Each time Cal woke to a gift, his fingers traced the elegant, masculine scrawl of the ink, his stomach fluttering whenever his eyes fell on the word Daddy. First, it was a new MacBook pro, then the latest iPhone, and last night, an iPad. But it wasn’t just electronics. He’d left Cal soft cotton pajama pants and t-shirts and even a plush navy blue robe and slipper socks. If Cal was there one more day, Gideon might leave him a car. It was crazy. Cal couldn’t let himself get too used to this, but he didn’t know how to keep the butterflies from his belly. It wasn’t even the price tag, just that Gideon cared enough to want Cal to be comfortable.

      On night four, Claudia arrived at seven, just as she always did, standing outside Cal’s door, receiving report from the day shift nurse named Gina. Cal usually dozed through this part, sort of half listening as they talked about his diagnosis and illness, his meds, his procedures, and his labs, as if he wasn’t five feet away.

      But this time, Gina said something that caught Cal’s attention.

      “Did you see his latest haul?” she stage-whispered, her voice carrying. “That phone alone is worth, like, twelve-hundred dollars, and a tablet, and a MacBook? And what nineteen-year-old do you know who calls his father Daddy? None that I ever heard of.”

      Claudia clicked her tongue. “Girl, hush. That ain’t none of our business. Besides, we all know you’d suck a dick for a movie ticket and a combo meal. Don’t hate the hustle. Did you see what that boy looked like when he got here? Somebody needed to take care of him.”

      “I’m not hating,” Gina said, voice prim. “I’m just saying, that’s not his father. Should we be sharing medical info with him?”

      Claudia’s voice grew icy. “You really need to learn to mind your business if you want to survive as a nurse. The boy clearly consents to letting the man know about his condition. He sits here every night for hours just watching him sleep and holding his hand. He clearly cares for him.”

      “Or he’s just protecting his investment,” Gina snarked.

      “Don’t act so high and mighty, princess. Now, hurry up and finish this report so I can get started with my night and you can get out of my face.”

      Cal was eating dinner when Claudia finally made it into his room, busying herself with checking his lines and IV bags. “How’s my favorite patient?” she asked, giving him a bright smile.

      “Thanks for defending me to Gina,” Cal said.

      Claudia cut her dark eyes towards the boy, her mouth twisting. “I’m sorry if you overheard any of that. That girl needs to learn to keep her opinions to herself. She’s new, barely a year out of school, and thinks she knows everything about everything. Patients’ personal lives ain’t none of our business.”

      “It’s okay. I’m sure people think it's a little weird,” Cal managed, blushing.

      She waved a dismissive hand. “Who cares what people think? They don’t live your life. They don’t pay your bills, so they can keep their opinions to themselves.”

      Cal smiled. “Still, thanks for saying what you did.”

      She smiled back. “I have your night pills.”

      “Can I skip the sleeping pill tonight?” Cal asked.

      Claudia gave him a knowing look. “Wanna talk to your man, huh?”

      “I keep missing him,” Cal said, realizing that was it. “I feel like he’s a ghost…or I am.”

      Cal really did miss Gideon. He missed seeing his face. He missed his touch, hearing him call him baby boy or little bird, missed his breath on his neck and the sting of his slap. It seemed illogical to miss somebody he didn’t know, but he really did…or maybe he just missed feeling like somebody cared whether he lived or died. He wanted to flop back on his pillow and pout about the turmoil going on in his head and in his heart, but he couldn’t. So, he did nothing, just stuffed it down deep.

      “Why don’t I send in Jeanette to help you take a shower and brush your teeth and put on some clean clothes? It might make you feel better.”

      The thought of a shower made Cal want to weep. She turned off his pumps and removed the IV in his arm. She said it was time to move it anyway. Cal didn’t relish the idea of getting poked again, but if it meant he could wash his hair, he’d make the sacrifice.

      Claudia took his empty dinner tray and set it beside the door for the food services people before pointing at him, her tone teasing. “No hanky-panky in my hospital rooms, you hear? I don’t need all my lines getting tangled. Besides, you still need your rest.”

      Cal blushed. “We’ll keep it PG. I promise.”

      “You better,” she said, just as Jeanette entered the room.
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      Gideon arrived after ten when a shiny, clean Cal was working on his Econ homework. “You’re awake,” Gideon said, sounding pleasantly surprised.

      Cal nodded, closing his laptop and setting it on the tray beside his bed. “I skipped my sleeping pill tonight.”

      Gideon pulled the chair to Cal’s bedside, sitting close enough to reach out and brush a curl off his forehead. Without product, his hair was a wavy mess. “How are you feeling?”

      “Better. Much better. When can I leave?” Cal asked, hating that his tone bordered on whining.

      “I ran into Claudia in the hallway. She said they are likely going to send you home tomorrow.” Home. The word was a dagger in his chest. He didn’t have a home. He forced himself not to let his sudden anxiety show, but his pulse skipped, causing the machine at his bedside to beep loudly. Gideon frowned at the number. “If I’m still at school, I’ll send a car to come get you and take you back to the loft.”

      Cal didn’t want that. He didn’t want to be alone with some stranger. He shook his head. “No. I’ll just wait for you. Is that okay? Can I just stay and wait for you?” He hated the panic in his voice. What was wrong with him?

      Gideon smiled. “Of course. As long as the hospital allows it. I’ll come get you myself after school.”

      Cal gave a shuddering sigh, his shoulders falling. “Okay, good.”

      Cal didn’t know why it mattered. He would see Gideon when he arrived home. It was his house. But since Cal had been at the hospital, the idea of being alone outside those walls sparked a fear inside him he wasn’t sure he could ever vocalize. Nothing seemed permanent, and it scared him. Maybe he deserved that. For all the things he’d worried about growing up, food and shelter had never been one of them. His education had never been threatened, he’d taken his insulin pump for granted, his doctors, his vacations, his access to nice cars and any toy his heart desired. All of it.

      But not now. Now, every day, he lived dancing on a knife’s edge, and though Gideon didn’t say as much, there was a countdown to their arrangement. No matter how generous Gideon was, Cal wasn’t his responsibility. Cal was an adult, but he didn’t feel like one. Not really. He didn’t know how to cook or do laundry. He couldn’t balance a checkbook. Did people even have checkbooks anymore? How did he get a job when he didn’t know how to do anything? It was like he’d woken up in a foreign country and didn’t speak the language.

      “Do you know how to cook?” Cal blurted.

      Gideon studied him, a crooked smile forming. “What?”

      “Can you cook?” Cal asked again, trying to contain his nerves so he didn’t sound like he was shouting random questions at Gideon like a crazy person.

      “I don’t have much time for it but yes. I started cooking again after…” He trailed off.

      After his husband died, Cal finished for him. “Did he cook for you, before then I mean?” Cal whispered.

      Gideon gave a fond smile, his fingers curling around Cal’s. “Yes. He did almost everything for me. Too much, really,” he finished, the smile disappearing.

      “Did it scare you after…” Cal trailed off just as Gideon had a moment ago, like they didn’t want to say the words, like it might provoke some kind of angry spirit. Gideon’s gaze fell to Cal’s hand, playing with his fingers. A heavy silence fell between them until Cal felt compelled to say, “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked.”

      Gideon jerked his head towards Cal, like he’d pulled him back to reality. “You can always ask, little bird. I’m just not used to talking about it. About him. We were together for so long, and I was so young when we met. Then, he was just suddenly not there, and it was like having the rug yanked out from under me. He was older than me but not old. If he’d had a major illness or something, maybe I could have prepared myself for it… But, one day, he was there, kissing me goodbye, and hours later, he was just gone. There was a giant gaping hole in my world, and I realized I had no idea how to be me without him.” He gave a humorless laugh. “He left me everything. His money, his seat on several boards, his family’s whole legacy. He left me his whole life, but he’d never really taught me how to live it, just how to fake it.”

      Cal threaded their fingers together. “But you figured it out.”

      Gideon squeezed Cal’s hand, gazing at him with a warmth that made his heartbeat stutter. “Yes. I did.”

      “How?” Cal asked, desperate for the secret, like the knowledge was the difference between him sinking or swimming. “How did you teach yourself to be self-sufficient?”

      Gideon shrugged. “I got mad. It was all I could do. I had to get mad at him, at myself, at the world. I had to get furious enough to get out of bed and remind myself that I wasn’t just Grant’s husband, his boy, his pet. I was a PhD candidate. I was working on my doctoral thesis from one of the most prestigious schools in the country. Grant didn’t give that to me, I’d earned it. I could build things from nothing with my bare hands. I could play music. I had talents and a life that was all my own. The things I didn’t know, I could learn. So, I did.”

      “Were you really mad at him though?” Cal asked.

      For a second, Cal wasn’t sure Gideon would answer. But then he said, “No…but also yes. When you’re with somebody that long, there are bound to be some…resentments. Frustrations. Regrets. It’s complicated.”

      Cal let it go. It wasn’t right for him to try to strip Gideon bare when he clearly didn’t want to talk about his past. “Will you show me how to cook for myself?”

      Gideon grinned. “Sure.”

      “And do laundry?” Cal asked.

      Gideon nodded. “Yes, that too.”

      “Do people still use checkbooks?” Cal asked.

      Gideon laughed. “You are just full of questions.”

      Cal blushed. “Sorry.”

      “No, I’m happy you’re feeling well enough to pester me with questions.” A shadow crossed his face, his brow furrowing. “You really scared me. You were so pale. So confused. I hate to think what might have happened if Alexa and that officer hadn’t found you.”

      “How is she?”

      “Alexa? She’s a menace. She chases the ducks around the pond. She snores like an overweight rhino, and she refuses to sleep in her dog bed.”

      “You…kept her?” Cal asked, finding it hard to believe.

      “Well, once I realized she wasn’t going to try to eat me, I also realized the likelihood of her getting adopted at her age, with those scars, was likely slim to none. But she’s not my dog; she’s yours. Your responsibility. You’ll walk her and feed her. Understand?”

      “Yes, Daddy,” Cal said without thought.

      Suddenly, Gideon was in his space, a low growl escaping before he captured the boy’s lips in a rough kiss that was more teeth than tongue. “Careful, baby boy, or you’ll get me kicked out of here. It’s been too long since I’ve been inside you, and we’ll have to take things slowly until you’re feeling better.”

      Cal sucked in a breath, searching Gideon’s face for the lie, but there was only a heated gaze that made Cal bite the inside of his cheek to keep from getting a hard-on in a hospital gown. Cal sat forward enough to kiss Gideon once more, slowly this time, savoring the taste of coffee on his tongue and the way his scruff scratched at his skin. “How slow?” Cal whispered.

      “Let’s see how you feel tomorrow,” Gideon said, sweeping his palm over Cal’s forehead, brushing his hair away to place a chaste kiss just above his brow. “I should get going, to let you rest.”

      Cal reached out and snagged his shirt, keeping him from standing up. “Thank you…for my presents. I don’t know how to properly thank you.”

      “Don’t worry. I have a very long, very dirty list of all the ways you can thank me.”

      “Daddy,” Cal whined, shifting as his cock started to take interest in the conversation. “Don’t be a tease.”

      Gideon gripped Cal’s chin gently. “I’ll do as I please. Now, give me one more kiss before I go.”

      Cal did as Gideon commanded, kissing him once, then twice, before Gideon pulled away, lifting Cal’s hand and brushing his lips across his knuckles like they were in a Victorian novel. “Goodnight, baby boy.”

      “Night, Daddy,” Cal whispered.
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      The hospital had phoned Gideon at eleven to say Cal would be released following an educational session with their educator at noon. Gideon had asked if Cal was able to stay until he left work to come get him. The woman on the phone had said that would be fine. Gideon had left at lunchtime anyway. As eager as Cal was to leave that place, Gideon was twice as eager to never have to go back. While the place was no longer giving him nightmares, the scents and sounds still triggered a panic that was hard to shake.

      “Dr. McManus released you on the insulin pens, but I really think the pump would work the best for your lifestyle, Callum,” a woman said from behind the cracked hospital door.

      There was a confusion in the woman’s tone that made Gideon hesitate to push the door open. He stayed in the hall, feeling not the least bit guilty for eavesdropping.

      “No offense, ma’am, but you don’t know anything about my…lifestyle. You only know what you see on that paper,” Cal said, frustration leaching into his tone. “I don’t want the pump.”

      “That’s your right, of course. I-I’m afraid I don’t understand the problem. I have your records from your previous doctor. You wore an insulin pump for most of your high school years, and your glucose levels were well maintained. It was only after you stopped using the pump that your numbers became erratic. Can you tell me your concerns about the pump and perhaps we can find a solution together?”

      Gideon wanted to know as well. He pushed the door open without knocking. Cal looked both relieved and worried to see Gideon standing there. The boy was sitting on the side of his hospital bed dressed in a pair of joggers and had his hands buried in the pockets of his Ravens lacrosse team hoodie. The woman sat in the ugly green hospital chair in her navy scrubs and white jacket, a clipboard in her hands. Cal wouldn’t look at her, would only stare down at his brand new bright white sneakers. The ones Gideon had sent over that morning when he realized Cal would be discharged in his dirty uniform if he didn’t send him something to wear.

      Gideon turned to the woman, extending his hand. “Leopold Gideon.”

      “Patty Webber, Diabetes Educator for the hospital. I was just going over Callum’s options for managing his insulin.”

      Gideon gave the woman a pleasant smile. “Nice to meet you. Would you mind giving me just a few moments with Cal?”

      She cleared her throat. “Oh, not at all. I’ll come back in fifteen minutes.”

      “Thank you so much.”

      Once they were alone, Gideon perched beside Cal on the bed. He refused to look at Gideon, instead continuing to stare at his feet. Cal jumped when Gideon placed a gentle hand on his shoulder. “What’s going on here?”

      “Nothing, I just don’t want the pump. Vials are fine. I just don’t understand why I have to defend myself over what is my decision.”

      There had to be something more going on. “Of course, it’s your decision. But is what that woman said true? You were better managed on the pump?”

      “Yeah, but that was because I had the pump right up until I could no longer afford it. It’s hard to manage diabetes when you lack the funds.”

      “I’m just asking you to explain to me why you’re so upset about the idea of using the pump.”

      Cal’s face tensed, but Gideon could only watch the boy in profile. “Maybe because I don’t want something hanging off my body all day, every day. Maybe it’s a pain in the ass stopping and disconnecting every time I want to swim, or shower, or play sports, or—”

      “Or?” Gideon prompted.

      Cal finally looked at Gideon, cheeks pink. “It will get in our way. It will get in your way.”

      Ah. Sex. Interesting. Gideon frowned. “You said it was easily removed. Do you think I’m such an insatiable monster that I would somehow be unable to wait for you to remove it or that I’d do something to hurt you in a way we didn’t both agree to beforehand?”

      Cal shook his head. “No. It’s not that. I can only remove the pump, there will always be something there, attached.”

      “So what? This can’t be about cosmetic reasons. You’ve seen my scars. Surely, you’ve had sex with people with the pump on before.” Cal looked away. “Even if you haven’t, I’m not some fumbling kid who cares about something like you having a medical device on while we have sex. I promise you, it won’t hinder our activities in the least. So, tell me. Is that really what this is about?” Cal shook his head but not in answer to Gideon’s question—more like he was fighting with himself. “Please just speak to me.”

      “Do you know how much pumps cost?” Cal finally snapped, anger contorting his face.

      There it was. This was about money. Of course, it was. How could it not be? Gideon was an idiot. Cal was thinking ahead to when he assumed their arrangement would end. Gideon should have been thinking about the end as well, but the truth was he hadn’t been thinking of Cal leaving him. It hadn’t occurred to him, even though it should have. “I can’t imagine they’re cheap. But money’s not really an issue for me.”

      “Well, you won’t be here in five weeks. Hell, it's more like four now. What do I do in four weeks when you’re gone and I’m back to living in your parking garage?” Parking garage? When had Cal been sleeping in Gideon’s parking garage? Before he could question him, Cal was talking again. “Maybe I should just go back to working for Hillary because I’d need a hundred jobs to afford the insulin that keeps me alive.”

      Gideon’s nostrils flared at the idea of Cal going back to work for Hillary, at the thought of other men and women touching what was his. “Absolutely not,” Gideon snarled.

      At Cal’s wide eyes, he took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Cal was worried about money. No. Not money. Safety. He was scared. Of course, he was scared. He’d almost died four days ago because he had no food or shelter or medicine. Gideon was a fucking fool. This was why he never saw the same boy twice. He didn’t know how to be a Daddy long-term. Grant would have been ten steps ahead of Cal’s concerns. He would have already discussed terms and arrangements and contracts.

      He turned towards Cal. “Look at me.”

      Cal sort of flounced in Gideon’s direction, his jaw clenched tight as if he was expecting the worst.

      Gideon cupped his face, forcing his eyes upward. “Listen to me very carefully. I’m not going to let you go without your medications. Ever. You’ll never go without a roof over your head or food in your stomach, whether you’re sharing my bed or not. Do you hear me?”

      Cal’s expression softened somewhat but was still guarded. “Why would you do that?”

      “Because I have more money than I know what to do with and I can only donate to so many museums and cancer charities. If I choose to spend my money on you and your health, that’s my business. Okay?”

      “Even if I don’t want to be with you anymore? Even right now? If I wanted to walk away?” Cal asked, clearly testing Gideon.

      The notion of never seeing Cal again punched a hole in Gideon’s chest. He didn’t know what there was between them, but there was clearly something more than just physical. They’d really only been intimate not even a handful of times, but something about Callum just called to Gideon. He had to be sure that Cal really wanted to be with him and wasn’t just afraid of being forced back on the streets. Forced submission was abuse. He wanted a willing power exchange, not a desperate boy scared for his life.

      “Even then. If you need me to put it in writing, I will. Do you want to walk away? Tell me now. I’ll set up an account with my finance manager. There will be restrictions on how much you can spend, obviously, but I’ll make sure your necessities are covered while you finish school and get through college.”

      Cal stared at him, bewildered. “Forget Batman or Superman. You’re secretly Robin Hood or Prince Charming. People like you don’t exist in real life.”

      “Do you want to end our physical relationship?” Gideon asked. Cal shook his head beneath Gideon’s hands. “I need the words, baby. I need you to say it.”

      “No, Daddy.”

      “Are you certain?” Gideon asked, his heart in his stomach.

      “Yes, Daddy.”

      “Then you tell the educator what you really want so we can go home. Okay?”

      Cal nodded. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be sorry. I understand you not wanting to trust me or anybody else, but I’m not out to hurt you. I’m really not.”

      “Sometimes, it’s not about what you mean to do,” Cal muttered, deflating into Gideon’s arms and pressing his face into his neck.

      “No, I suppose it’s not.”
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      Cal dozed the whole way home, emotionally exhausted from the heated exchange he’d had, first with the educator and then with Gideon. Knowing he’d have what he needed regardless of whether he slept with Gideon or not should have made him feel better, but it made him feel worse, like some kind of charity case or project. Maybe Gideon would consider it a loan? Like, once Cal finished college and had a job, he could start paying Gideon back. If he could get a job. He imagined having a father with a prison record wouldn’t be a big selling feature. Would people know who he was just by name alone?

      He’d already sent out his college applications, making certain to scrub his social media and anything else that connected him with his father, but he wondered if the school would sabotage his chances? They’d already tried to have him kicked out. If it wasn’t for Gideon… Cal didn’t want to think about that.

      Gideon parked in the parking garage not thirty feet from where Cal had slept just a week ago. Once inside, they spoke with the desk, and Gideon requested a card so Cal could access the back entrance and Gideon’s door, letting them know Cal would be staying indefinitely. Indefinitely. Cal liked that word. He could have just said the month.

      Once upstairs, Gideon unlocked the door and pushed it open, stepping aside so Cal could enter before him. Gideon set the plastic bag filled with Cal’s meager belongings and medications on the side table.

      “Shoes off,” Gideon said, slipping out of his shoes.

      Cal did the same, lining up his sneakers beside Gideon’s expensive Italian loafers. Gideon took Cal’s hand and led him to the massive closet that lined the wall beside the bed. He hadn’t noticed it last time he was there. He’d been far too preoccupied with remembering the rules. Inside, the massive closet had been split into two sections. The larger portion contained Gideon’s things, suits and casual clothes, all color-coordinated, rows of shoes neatly stacked in boxes. But a small portion of the closet contained three school uniforms, jeans and t-shirts, sweaters, and even a jacket. There were three pairs of shoes stacked in their own boxes. Gideon pulled open a drawer to show Cal socks and underwear and clothing suitable for sleeping and working out.

      Cal’s eyes filled with tears, but he blinked them back rapidly. He was so grateful, but part of him shriveled up inside—not because he didn’t want to be there but because he felt unworthy. He hadn’t done anything to earn any of this. Still, he couldn’t help but say, “Thank you.”

      “Don’t thank me. There are rules in this house. I expect you to abide by them. Everything has a place. I need to keep the house organized. Shoes come off when you get inside. If you change your clothes, your dirty clothes go in the hamper. If you dirty a glass or plate, you rinse it and it goes in the dishwasher. Our housekeeper, Lu, comes twice a week but not to clean up after us. We’re not here to make her job harder, understood?”

      “Yes, Daddy,” Cal said.

      “You can call me Gideon when we’re not in the bedroom if it makes you more comfortable,” Gideon said casually.

      “Would it make you more comfortable?” Cal asked, genuinely unsure.

      Gideon stopped what he was doing to gaze down at Cal. “No. As long as we’re alone, you can call me Daddy. I like hearing that word on your lips.”

      “Good,” Cal murmured almost to himself. For some reason, calling Gideon Daddy made him feel less like he was taking advantage and more like Gideon genuinely wanted to take care of him. It didn’t exactly make much sense but Cal didn’t care.

      “Sit on the bed. Check your blood sugar and make sure you don’t need to bolus. I have one more thing for you. I’ll be right back.”

      Part of Cal didn’t want anything more from Gideon, but another part smiled at Gideon using a word like bolus. He’d clearly been studying. He synced his phone with his glucose monitor, relieved to find himself still in range.

      Gideon sat beside him, handing him a long black velvet box, like from a jewelry store. Cal frowned but took it, opening it to find a thick silver-linked bracelet with a wide rectangular plate. It was a medical ID bracelet, alerting anybody who saw it that Cal was a Type 1 diabetic.

      Gideon took the bracelet from the box. “Give me your wrist.”

      Cal did as Gideon instructed, shivering at the feel of the cool metal against his wrist. Once in place, Gideon used a small tool to lock it before attempting to pull it past Cal’s arm, seeming relieved when it wouldn’t pass. “This only comes off with this.” He held up the small tool. “Which means I’m the only one who can remove it. Understand?”

      “Yes, Daddy.”

      “Good boy.”

      “I don’t know how many more times I can thank you.”

      Gideon tugged Cal to him. “I didn’t do this for you. I did it for me. I can’t stop thinking about what might have happened to you if you hadn’t had my number saved in your phone. Now, I know nobody can take this from you without effort and that if something happens to you, it will be me they call.”

      Cal was moving without thought, wrapping his arms around Gideon’s neck and kissing him deeply. Gideon’s tongue slipped inside, and Cal sighed, his fingers reaching for the buttons on Gideon’s shirt.

      He grabbed Cal’s wrists. “You just got out of the hospital.”

      “You said last night that it had been far too long since you’d been inside me. I agree. We can be careful. It’s not like I broke a bone or something. My sugars are fine. I have my meds. I have my sensor. See?” He tugged up his shirt to show the tiny button that continually monitored his blood sugar. “I’m not some fragile porcelain doll. Please, Daddy? Please? It’s been so long. I’ve missed you.”

      Gideon groaned, burying his hands in Cal’s hair, pulling him in for another kiss. “Fine, but we go slow tonight. No games. No punishments.”

      Cal whined. “Fine. Just fuck me.”

      Gideon stood, bringing Cal with him, swatting him on the butt through his clothing. “Just because I said no games doesn’t mean you get to mouth off to me. Get undressed and lay on the bed.”

      Cal was already hard and throbbing just from Gideon’s kiss. He couldn’t imagine being able to take anything slow. He was so hungry for his touch. His scent. Just being near him was enough to make him feel desperate.

      He stripped down to nothing, dropping his clothing into the hamper within the open closet, feeling slightly self-conscious about the small sensor attached to his belly. It wasn’t as invasive as the pump, but it was still obvious. Once he was naked, he laid back on the bed, watching as Gideon walked to the dresser, pulled out lube and a condom, and tossed them on the mattress beside Cal.

      “Do we need the condom?” Cal asked, color blooming on his cheeks. “We’ve both been tested.”

      Gideon stared down at Cal, like he was reading his mind, like he knew what Cal was really asking. Cal didn’t even really know what he was asking. He just knew he wanted more, wanted to feel more connected to Gideon, and Cal was asking if Gideon wanted that too.

      “Yes, tonight, we need the condom,” Gideon finally said. “Not because I don’t want to be with you that way but because these condoms are lubricated and I haven’t been inside you in weeks. It will be more comfortable for you.”

      Cal looked away but nodded. He didn’t really believe Gideon, but he didn’t want to think about that now. So what if Gideon didn’t want that with Cal? They were temporary. Cal’s chest went tight.

      “Hey, get out of your head and back here with me where you belong. Please don’t read anything more into it than what I just said. I won’t lie to you.”

      Cal nodded.

      “Do you ever finger yourself?” Gideon asked, tone as casual as if he was asking about the weather.

      Cal flushed, heat spreading throughout his body. “What?”

      “You heard me,” he said, slipping out of his dress shirt and hanging it over the office chair.

      Gideon was so beautiful. Dark hair dusted the sculpted muscles of his chest and abs, disappearing below his black pants. Cal’s gaze locked on Gideon’s obvious arousal. Cal had forgotten how huge Gideon was. He stuck his hands in his pockets, pacing the end of the bed, brow arched as he waited for an answer.

      “Yeah,” Cal muttered. “Sometimes.”

      “Is that how you answer my questions?” Gideon asked, tone sharp.

      “No, Daddy.”

      “So, answer me correctly. Do you ever finger yourself?”

      “Yes, Daddy.”

      “Good boy. I want you to take the lube and get yourself ready for me.”

      Warmth bloomed across Cal’s whole body. He swallowed hard, hands shaking as he poured the lube on his fingers, bending his legs at the knee so he could reach. It was a little awkward, both the position and having Gideon watch his finger circling his entrance before pushing inside. He hissed at the invasion, freezing as he forced himself to relax.

      Gideon crawled on the bed, kneeling between Cal’s spread legs, pushing his legs upwards. “Fuck you’re so beautiful,” Gideon murmured.

      Cal felt his body relax. He closed his eyes, arching his back, probing his hole and letting himself rock back onto his finger.

      “Another.” Cal whimpered as he slid his finger out before pressing back in with two. “That’s it, loosen that tight hole for Daddy. I want to be able to slide right in.”

      Cal couldn’t imagine Gideon sliding right into anything. He was so big, but Cal was desperate to feel him inside him again, to feel him filling him up until it was impossible to think about anything but the two of them. “Oh, fuck. I’m ready. Please.”

      Gideon chuckled, his thumb stroking the insides of Cal’s knees. “I’ll decide when you’re ready. You’re not even close.”

      Cal whined, a little sob escaping as his eyelids fluttered closed and he worked himself faster, moaning each time the pads of his fingers pressed against his prostate. Could he come just from this alone? He was so turned on already.

      His eyes flew open as a third finger began to tease the rim of his hole, not pushing inside but just playing, massaging. Gideon applied more lube to Cal’s fingers and his own, wrapping his fist around Cal’s cock even as he pushed his finger in with Cal’s. He gasped at the fullness, unable to stop the panicked noises falling from his lips.

      “Shh, you’re alright. Just relax. Relax and let me in. I know you can take it. Just breathe, baby.”

      Why was that so hot? Shouldn’t Cal hate that Gideon thought he knew Cal’s body better than he did? But he didn’t hate it. He loved that he didn’t have to think about anything, didn’t have to worry. Gideon was there, and he was in charge, and that meant it would all be okay. At least, here in Gideon’s bed, everything would always be okay.

      After a moment, his body relented. Gideon pulled Cal’s fingers free, replacing them with three of his own. Cal’s eyes rolled in pleasure. “See, look at you, taking three fingers. So good for me. Do you like that, dirty boy?”

      Cal moaned. “Yes, Daddy. Oh, fuck. Yes.”

      Gideon pumped Cal’s cock with tight, steady strokes, his thumb swiping over the head of Cal’s length in a way that made his whole body shiver and sparks of light flash behind his eyelids. “Oh, God. Please, Daddy. I’m ready. I swear it.”

      Gideon slipped free of Cal long enough to strip off his clothing and put on the condom before sitting beside Cal on the bed, his back to the pillows. “Come here.”

      Cal got up on his knees, not sure what Gideon asked. Cal watched Gideon coat his cock with lube before crooking his finger. Cal’s eyes went wide. Gideon wanted him on top. He bit the inside of his cheek before straddling Gideon’s thighs. From this angle, with Cal on his knees, he was looking down on Gideon. They were so close. It was much more intimate than anything Cal had ever experienced before. Gideon pulled him down for a dirty kiss and Cal gasped into his open mouth at the feel of the blunt tip of Gideon’s cock pressed against his hole.

      Cal tried to sink down onto Gideon, but his body seized at the invasion. He cried out and froze. A fine sweat broke out over his body, and he whimpered, looking down at Gideon, panicked. He clung to him, burying his face against Gideon’s throat. “I’m sorry,” he whispered.

      “Sorry for what? I told you, no rushing, no games. Just give your body a moment to relax. We’ve done this before, remember? Right here. You were so beautiful, so perfect, sitting in my lap, just like now. My perfect boy. Just relax. We’ve got all night.”

      Gideon bit Cal’s earlobe, his tongue doing something that made goosebumps erupt along Cal’s whole body. Gideon’s lips explored Cal’s throat and shoulder, his fingers teasing at Cal’s nipples. As he played, he rocked his hips beneath Cal, taking him in increments until he was fully seated within. “Color,” Gideon murmured, wrapping his arms around Cal’s waist.

      “Green, Daddy,” Cal managed, feeling breathless and shivery, like his whole body was on fire.

      Gideon pulled almost all the way out before thrusting up with enough force to drive the wind from Cal’s lungs. The burning was now only a familiar ache, and each time Gideon drove into him, it was a shocky pleasure-pain that forced the breath from Cal’s lungs and made him cling to Gideon like a lifeline. He shifted beneath Cal, changing the angle, and suddenly, Cal was moaning, his cock leaking with each thrust. “Oh, fuck,” he muttered against Gideon’s lips. “Oh, God. What are you doing to me?”

      Gideon ignored Cal’s question, once more wrapping his hand around Cal’s cock, driving up into his body as he jerked him in his slick fist. “Christ, you’re so fucking tight,” Gideon muttered.

      Was he? He didn’t feel tight, not anymore. Everything felt loose, his body, his thoughts. He couldn’t think. Gideon was filling him up so deep, and Cal could only dig his nails into Gideon’s shoulders as pleasure overwhelmed him, causing him to try to fuck into Gideon’s fist faster. “Please can I come, Daddy? Please? Oh, please?” he sobbed.

      “Not yet,” Gideon growled.

      Tears trailed down Cal’s cheeks as he tried to force his body to deny every instinct and obey his Daddy. He didn’t want to be disobedient but this was one command he wasn’t sure his body would obey. It felt too good. Gideon felt so, so good inside him and his hand was working him just right. Gideon made a guttural animal noise as he dragged Cal’s hips down to meet his forceful thrusts once, twice, and then he bit down hard on Cal’s shoulder as he ground his cock inside him, his whole body shuddering as he came.

      He collapsed back against the headboard, his gaze hot enough to melt Cal into a puddle. “Now, you can come,” Gideon said. “Come for Daddy, baby. Let me see you fall apart.”

      Two more strokes from Gideon’s tightened fist and Cal’s orgasm hit him like a tidal wave, startling a cry from him as he came hard, his release spilling over Gideon’s fist onto his belly. He kept working him until nothing remained, until it was almost painful. As soon as Gideon released him, Cal collapsed on top of him. His head on his shoulder. “Wow.”

      Gideon chuckled. “Wow, indeed.”

      When Gideon shifted, Cal clung to him. “No, not yet. I hate this part.”

      Gideon laughed once more, swatting Cal’s backside playfully. “Too bad. Let me get rid of this condom.”

      Cal sighed, letting Gideon carefully lift him off. Cal flopped onto the mattress dramatically, earning an eye roll from Gideon. When he returned to bed, Cal snuggled up under his chin. He didn’t ask if it was okay. He needed to be close to Gideon, needed to know this wasn’t just sex…even if it was.

      “Are you okay?” Gideon asked, pushing at Cal so he could see his sensor was still attached and undamaged.

      “I’m fine. Really.”

      “Okay. Do you have homework to catch up on?”

      Cal shook his head. “I did it in the hospital. I had lots of time on my hands.”

      “Excellent. Good boy. Tomorrow, it’s back to school for both of us, but tonight, let’s order in and watch something on television. Okay?”

      “Okay.” Something occurred to Cal then. “Where’s Alexa?”

      “Des is going to bring her back over tonight. I didn’t want to overwhelm you until we had a chance to talk and discuss your responsibilities.”

      Cal laughed. “Are you giving me a chore list, Daddy?”

      Gideon clenched Cal’s hair, tugging it back. “Oh, absolutely. We all have responsibilities around here, and the rules will be enforced. Failure to follow Daddy’s rules will result in punishment.”

      “So, I only get punished if I don’t follow the rules?” Cal said, unable to hide his disappointment.

      “Oh, no. That’s not how this works. You’ll be punished daily as a reminder that I am the head of this household. Failure to follow Daddy’s rules will result in more…imaginative punishments. Do you understand?”

      Cal swallowed hard. “Yes, Daddy.”

      “Good boy. Now, what do you feel like having for dinner?”

      “A bucket of pasta,” Cal said dreamily.

      “No.”

      “A huge bag of candy from Sloane’s?” Cal asked, eyes wide and hopeful.

      “Nice try. I’ll grab the takeout menus, and we’ll both find something not likely to send you back to the hospital.”

      Cal sighed, feigning sadness. “Yes, Daddy.”
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      It was ten-thirty when Des arrived to deliver Cal’s canine companion. The moment Gideon opened the door, Cal dropped to his knees and called the dog who bolted to the boy, knocking him to the floor and licking his face like they were long lost friends. Cal giggled in delight. The musical sound did funny things to Gideon’s insides. He hadn’t seen the boy genuinely happy since their very first night together where they’d eaten cold noodles naked in Gideon’s bed.

      Des entered, still in his pale blue scrubs. “Sorry, I’m late, man. We had an emergency. A boa constrictor named Baby ate an entire bath towel.”

      Cal glanced up, eyes wide, but didn’t get up off the floor. He just laid there and let the dog nuzzle him.

      “Come on in,” Gideon said, stepping aside. “Desmond, this is Callum. Callum, this is my friend, Des.”

      Cal sat up, not seeming to mind at all when the pit bull plopped her whole self in his lap. “You have friends?” he asked, smirking.

      “Leo has one friend. Me,” Des said, laughing at Gideon.

      “Leo?” Cal snorted, eyes lighting up.

      Gideon rolled his eyes. To Des, he said, “Want a beer?”

      Des narrowed his eyes at him. “I don’t know, man. Is it that fancy pants ale shit or real beer?”

      “It’s Guinness, dick,” Gideon said.

      “In that case…” Des headed towards the kitchen to help himself to the contents of the fridge. He snagged two beers, handing one to Gideon as if he were the guest and not Des.

      “Can I have a beer too, Leo?” Cal asked, making eyes at Gideon.

      “No, you can take that mongrel and go brush your teeth. Then you can check your sugar and go to bed. You have to be back at school tomorrow.”

      “You get that I’m an adult, right?” Cal pouted, arm looped around Alexa’s neck. Gideon didn’t respond, simply hooked a brow upwards, giving Cal a look. “Ugh. Fine,” Cal grumped before stomping his way into the bathroom.

      When Gideon turned to Des, his beer was paused halfway to his lips. “Man, you are one kinky motherfucker. This shit really gets you off, huh?”

      Gideon’s brows rose. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Des made a noise of disbelief. “Yeah, sure.”

      Once they were seated outside, feet propped up on the railing, Des asked, “Seriously, what’s the deal with you and the toddler in there?”

      “Don’t call him that. He’s almost twenty,” Gideon said. “What do you mean, what’s the deal?”

      “I mean you clearly aren’t fostering that kid. This is another one of these dom/sub relationships, only this time—what?—you’re going to play Grant’s part?”

      Anger flared, sending Gideon’s heart rate through the roof. “That’s not what this is about.”

      Des didn’t look directly at him, just cut his eyes in his direction. “You’re not having sex with that boy?”

      “He’s an adult,” Gideon said through gritted teeth.

      Des rubbed a hand over his face, scratching at the scruff on his chin like he’d forgotten it was there. “Why are you doing this, man? After everything that happened with Grant…why would you then try to become him?”

      “I said, it’s not like that,” Gideon growled. “You have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “That’s bullshit, man. I’ve been there for all of it. We both did what we had to do to survive our parents and get the fuck out of the projects, and now, you want to risk it all to become the thing you came to hate?”

      Gideon gripped his beer with white knuckles. “That’s not what this is. I’m nothing like Grant was. You’re just making assumptions. I didn’t even know Cal went to my school when we met.”

      Des rocketed forward. “Wait? He’s a student? Christ, is he one of your undergrad students? This is exactly like Grant. He was your professor and now, you’re Cal’s?”

      “No. He’s a student…at the other school,” Gideon said, staring out at the city skyline.

      Des frowned. “The other… The high school?” he shouted.

      “Keep your voice down,” Gideon snapped, gazing towards the sliding glass doors. “Yes, he’s one of my Roosevelt students, which means in four weeks neither of us will be affiliated with that school.”

      “Bullshit. You’ll still have Grant’s seat on the board, and if the college finds out you slept with a high school student, you could be terminated.”

      Gideon scoffed. “I’m a tenured professor. I could kill somebody and they couldn’t fire me.”

      “Look, I’m your friend, but do you get the line you’re crossing? This isn’t like you.”

      Gideon grunted. “We were involved before either of us knew about the school. Besides, I am not the aggressor here. When he realized who I was, he tried to blackmail me into keeping our arrangement. It didn’t work, not really. I wanted him too.”

      Des shook his head. “So, blackmail is the basis of your arrangement? That’s what you’re going with?”

      Gideon’s patience was wearing thin. He had no idea what was happening between them. He wasn’t pretending he did. But he wasn’t willing to let Cal go. He wasn’t. No matter what that meant. No matter how broken they both became from it. “I don’t know how many different ways I can say this. It’s nothing like what happened between Grant and I. I can’t explain it, but what we have is mutually beneficial to us both. It’s not a permanent thing. We agreed to a six week arrangement.” It wasn’t exactly a lie. They had agreed to that initially.

      Des took a swig of his beer. “And then it’s over?”

      Something twisted behind Gideon’s ribcage. “And then we’ll…re-evaluate.”

      “Has it occurred to you that this kid is hustling you?” Des asked.

      Gideon’s nostrils flared. “Is that what you think I did to Grant? Hustled him? Why can’t two adults find an arrangement that benefits them both? He needs discipline and structure. He needs rules. He needs money. I need to be able to give those things to somebody. It’s the only way I can…connect. What’s wrong with that?”

      “You’re trying to tell me that this is just you being this boy’s sugar daddy? It’s just an exchange of money for sex? You are fooling yourself, bro.”

      “That’s not—” Gideon cut himself off. “Look, you are my oldest and only friend. I get that you’re trying to help me here, but you don’t know what you’re talking about. I…I care about Cal. He needs me right now, and I need somebody to need me.”

      Des stared at him for a long while. “You spent fifteen years with Grant. In the end, you were miserable.”

      “I’m nothing like Grant,” Gideon snapped.

      Des didn’t understand. He couldn’t. Gideon had never truly been submissive. He’d forced himself to become submissive because it’s what Grant needed, and Gideon would have ripped himself to pieces to give Grant what he wanted because he loved him. Because he wanted to be him. He wasn’t trying to steal Cal’s free will. Grant believed that a submissive could only truly show love by giving their lives over to their dominant partner, to submit to their will in all things. And Gideon had done just that. He’d made himself small, again and again, so that Grant could feel big, but that was not what he was trying to do with Callum.

      “I wasn’t trying to upset you, but I come here and I see you living with a nineteen-year-old and allowing a dog into your house. A dog. You hate dogs.”

      “Grant hated dogs.”

      “You once said you’d rather have a cobra living in your house than a dog.”

      Gideon shrugged. “I said a lot of things I didn’t mean when Grant was alive.”

      They fell into silence, both of them staring out into the night sky but neither really enjoying the view.

      Finally, Des said, “Hey, we’re playing at Bru’s Room in the old neighborhood on Saturday. Why don’t you come? Bring your boy.”

      “You know I don’t play anymore,” Gideon said quietly.

      “I’m not asking you to play. I’m just asking you to come out and support me…your only friend. It’s just for fun. None of us are looking to get famous. Come hang out with us. Introduce Cal to the guys. They miss you, man.”

      Gideon wanted to say no, but now, it was a challenge. He’d let Des paint him into a corner. If he was nothing like Grant there was no reason for him to say no. If he refused, he was just reinforcing Des’s ideas about him and Cal. “Fine. But I’m absolutely not singing.”

      “Yeah, I hear you. I doubt you can still sing anyway. But do me a favor and try to blend in with the old crowd?”

      Gideon gave him the finger. “I’ll leave my tuxedo at home.”

      “Thanks. That should help immensely,” Des snarked.

      “Good. Now, finish your beer and get out of my house.”

      Des chuckled and drained the last remaining bit in the bottle before standing. When they entered the loft, all the lights were out but the one beside the bed. Gideon could just make out two lumps under the blankets, which he assumed were Cal and Alexa. He should reinforce Alexa sleeping on her dog bed, but Cal had only just returned from the hospital. It couldn’t hurt to let him have what he needed for one night. Besides, Gideon felt like he needed to do something completely un-Grant-like for his own peace of mind. He and Cal were nothing like his relationship with Grant. They just weren’t. Were they?

      Gideon locked the front door once Des was gone, changing into soft black sleep shorts and quickly brushing his teeth before slipping under the covers. Cal had been spooning Alexa, but the moment he sensed Gideon, he rolled over, snuggling himself up under Gideon’s arm and rubbing his face on his chest with a contented sigh.

      Gideon dropped a kiss on Cal’s forehead, threading their fingers together. He should be sleeping, but Des’s words had burrowed under his skin like a mite, driving him to distraction. He gazed down at Cal’s face, half in shadow. He was beautiful—perfect bone structure, pouty lips, inky black lashes that threw shadows against his cheeks. He didn’t look like a child, even in sleep. He wasn’t a child. He was an adult. Fuck Des for making him doubt himself. He didn’t want Cal as a servant, as a sexual slave. He wanted him because he was mouthy and smart and could separate their playtime from reality. Cal melted into punishments; he thrived as a submissive. He wasn’t playing a role, he was finding his power.

      “You’re squeezing me like you’re a boa constrictor and I’m a towel,” Cal croaked sleepily.

      Gideon froze, realizing Cal was right. He had been squeezing him. “Sorry, little bird. I was thinking too hard.”

      “About what?” Cal asked, peeking up at him.

      He could lie but what was the point? “About us.”

      “What about us?” Cal said, tone guarded.

      “I just worry I might be taking advantage of you.”

      Cal barked out a surprised laugh, causing Alexa to stand and slip from the bed, flopping down onto the dog bed to glare at them for interrupting her sleep. “How are you taking advantage of me? I blackmailed you into having sex with me. You paid for my hospital bill, my medications, and you said you’d pay for me to live until I can afford to support myself. If anybody is taking advantage, it's me.”

      Gideon shifted until Cal was on his back and he was looking down on him. “Promise me you’ll never agree to something just because you think you’re obligated.”

      Cal stared up at him in confusion. “What do you mean?”

      “If you are hurting or stressed or you don’t like a punishment…you need to use your safe word. You need to tell me. I never want you to feel like you don’t have a say because I’m helping you financially.”

      Cal’s confusion morphed into a dreamy look, and he smiled, cupping Gideon’s face. “You really are Prince Charming.”

      Gideon gripped his wrist but didn’t pull his hand away, just kissed his palm. “No jokes. Promise me you’ll never let me take away your voice or your free will. I’ll never hold money over your head.”

      Cal leaned up to kiss him softly. “I don’t know where any of this is coming from, but I promise. I wish I still had money because then I wouldn’t feel like a financial burden for you, but you’ve never taken advantage of the situation. Hell, you offered to pay me that first night for doing nothing, and that’s when I knew…” Cal trailed off, biting his lip.

      Gideon stared down at Cal’s face, trying desperately to read the truth in his expression. “Knew what?”

      “That I was where I was supposed to be. That night with you, the spanking…the sex…the submission… I had never in my life felt so…wanted, relaxed. I could just shut my mind off. I could just give into the sensation, and I knew you’d take care of me. I was nervous because it was new, but it was the first time in months I wasn’t afraid, even if it was just for a few hours.”

      Gideon pressed their lips together, his tongue teasing past the seam of Cal’s lips, tasting his spearmint toothpaste. When he pulled back, he dropped tiny kisses on his nose and cheeks and forehead before dropping back onto his pillow. Cal once more clung to him, this time throwing his leg over Gideon’s. He smiled at the tangle of their limbs. Grant had never let Gideon touch him while sleeping. The thought brought Gideon up short and he made a decision. “Go to sleep, my little octopus. I have a surprise for you in the morning.”

      “Is it dirty, Daddy?” Cal mumbled, already starting to drift.

      “Oh, very.”

      Cal gave a little moan. “Good.”
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      Cal couldn’t remember a single time in his life where somebody woke him with kisses, not even the most chaste of kisses much less the kind that sent shivers along his body. But when he opened his eyes, he wasn’t dreaming. Gideon was gazing down at him with a look that told Cal kissing wasn’t the only thing on Daddy’s mind.

      “Good morning, little bird.”

      “Morning, Daddy,” Cal managed, losing himself in a big stretch that made his bones crack.

      Gideon chuckled. “You need to take your dog outside so she can use the bathroom. Don’t forget to check your sugar. When you come back, we’ll hop in the shower.”

      Cal smiled. “Promise?”

      “Yep.”

      “Okay.”

      Cal dragged himself from bed and threw on sweats and a hoodie. It was still chilly outside, the sky overhead filled with ominous gray clouds hinting at more rain later in the day. Luckily, Alexa wasn’t anymore interested in staying outside in the brisk morning air than Cal. She did what she had to do then made for the door, dragging Cal behind her.

      Once back upstairs, Cal checked his glucose on his phone then headed back towards the bathroom where he heard the water already running. Gideon was scrubbing himself down with a washcloth, and Cal let himself stare as water sluiced along the scarred muscles of Gideon’s back, rolling down the generous swell of his ass to his sculpted legs. Even Gideon’s feet seemed perfect. Cal shook his head, biting his lip at the thought.

      “You going to keep gawking at me, or are you going to get in here so I can wash you?”

      Cal didn’t answer, just stripped so fast he almost tripped, before letting himself in the shower, wrapping his arms around Gideon from behind as his mouth traced a jagged scar on his shoulder. Gideon turned suddenly, pulling Cal in front of him so he could step beneath the spray. It was hot enough to steal his breath after the cool air outside, or maybe it was the feel of Gideon’s already erect cock pressed against his lower back or the soapy hands currently washing his chest and torso with a maddeningly slow rhythm that made him breathless. “Are you sure washing me was the reason you wanted me in here, Daddy?”

      “Mm,” Gideon murmured, his hands massaging soap along the deep cut of his hip bones, teasing at Cal’s cock but not touching it just yet. “Why do you ask?”

      Cal grinned, rubbing himself against Gideon’s length. “I don’t know. It just seems like you’re washing me awfully slowly.”

      Gideon bit Cal’s ear. “That’s ‘cause you’re a very, very, dirty boy, aren’t you?”

      Cal moaned. “Yes, Daddy.”

      At this rate, they were both going to be late for school, but Cal didn’t care. There was no safer place in the world than Gideon’s arms as far as Cal was concerned. When Gideon’s hand wrapped around Cal’s cock, he sucked in a surprised breath.

      “You can come whenever you want,” Gideon said.

      Cal couldn’t even speak. Gideon’s one hand began working Cal’s cock in his slick fist as the other played with his nipples. He could hear himself whining and moaning, but he couldn’t stop. Gideon had never given him permission to just come whenever. It made Cal feel shivery and on edge, but Gideon’s hand felt too good to fight it. “Daddy,” he whispered, sounding lost.

      “You like that, baby? You like fucking Daddy’s fist? Such a dirty boy,” Gideon crooned into his ear.

      It almost didn’t matter what Gideon said. It was the tone, the warmth of his body, and the way he tightened his grip so Cal could thrust into it. It shouldn’t be hot but it was.

      “That’s it, baby. Get yourself off. Daddy wants you nice and relaxed for what I’m gonna do to you.”

      Cal whined. “I’m so close.”

      It wasn’t a lie. Cal was nineteen, after all. It wasn’t like he had any stamina. He could probably get off another five times without even breaking his record.

      “Then come for me, dirty boy.”

      Two more thrusts, and Cal was coming hard enough to weaken his knees. Gideon wrapped an arm around his waist even as he continued to jerk Cal until he cried out from the sensitivity.

      Gideon rinsed them both off and then stepped out of the shower. He walked Cal to the mirror, which was slightly streaked from the steam but not so much they couldn’t see themselves. Gideon was staring at Cal with an intensity that would have scared him a week ago.

      “I bought you a present. Would you like to see it?” Gideon asked.

      Cal shook his head. “You’ve already given me too much.”

      Gideon’s hand cracked across Cal’s wet ass cheek, the sting startling a gasp from him as Gideon asked, “Is that how you respond when Daddy gives you something?”

      “No, Daddy,” Cal said, contrite.

      “Then try again. I bought you a gift.”

      Cal met Gideon’s gaze in the mirror. “Thank you, Daddy.”

      “Good boy.” Gideon opened a drawer in the vanity and pulled free a velvet box the size of a watch. “Open it.”

      Cal did as instructed, taking a moment to stare at the object before realizing what it was. It wasn’t a watch. It was a plug. A butt plug. It was purple with a jewel on the end. It wasn’t huge, but it wasn’t small, either. Cal shivered. Still, he managed to say, “Thank you, Daddy.”

      Gideon fisted Cal’s wet hair, dragging him back against him, pressing his lips to his ear. “I’m gonna fuck you right here and fill you up with my cum, then I’m going to plug you up so you can feel it inside you all day, through each class, and when school is over and you come to my office for detention, I’m going to fuck you again right on my desk. Understand?”

      Cal wondered if anybody had ever fainted from dirty talk. His knees were shaking, and every nerve ending stood at attention. He understood perfectly. “Yes, Daddy,” he whispered.

      “Color.”

      “Green. So green. Fuck me, Daddy. Fill me up,” he begged.

      Gideon growled, his teeth biting at Cal’s shoulder.

      Gideon must have had the lube ready because two slick fingers pressed against his entrance. Cal sucked in a breath as Gideon fucked into him with his fingers, his ass still sore from riding Gideon the day before, but it was a good ache, the best possible ache, the ache that came from knowing Gideon wanted him, just him. Cal worked himself back on Gideon’s fingers, moaning when he slid in a third.

      “I love it when you moan like a little whore for me,” Gideon murmured, pulling his fingers free and replacing them with his cock.

      Like always, Cal’s body locked up as soon as the head of Gideon’s thick cock pushed past that first ring of muscle. Cal’s hands went to Gideon’s thighs without thought, afraid he’d force himself past his body’s resistance.

      “Put your hands down,” Gideon ordered.

      Cal dropped them back to the counter, his body shaking. Gideon’s hands gripped Cal’s hips, not thrusting forward but easing Cal backward until he was flush against him. He couldn’t help the hiss that escaped his lips, but the familiar burning was already starting to fade, like his body remembered Gideon and relented only for him.

      “There you go. See? Your body knows what to do. It knows who you belong to,” Gideon said, almost like he could read his mind.

      “You, Daddy,” Cal sighed, his whole body giving itself over to Gideon at once.

      “That’s right. You’re mine,” Gideon growled, pulling Cal upright, wrapping his arms around him as he drove his cock into him hard and fast, just like when he’d jerked Cal off. It was like the sex itself was foreplay, not the main event. The main event would be Cal wearing that plug with Gideon’s load inside him all day. A secret only the two of them shared. If Cal could have gotten hard again, he would have. The idea of it set his blood on fire.

      “Yours, Daddy. Just yours,” Cal whined.

      “That’s right. Nobody else’s. Nobody,” Gideon muttered as if he was talking to himself.

      He fucked Cal hard, driving the air from his lungs with each thrust, until the only sounds were Cal’s breathy panting and Gideon’s animalistic grunts and their skin slapping together. It was the single most erotic thing Cal had ever done. He couldn’t tear his eyes from their reflection. Gideon was so fucking hot, never more so than now, his muscles straining, his fingers biting into Cal’s flesh as he drove himself into Cal’s body, intent on breeding him.

      “Fuck me, Daddy. Hard. Fill me up,” Cal begged, too turned on to be embarrassed.

      Gideon’s hand suddenly clamped around Cal’s throat, driving into him hard enough to send Cal up onto his toes, and then Gideon was snarling against Cal’s ear, his cock throbbing inside him as he came, emptying himself inside Cal.

      He was still holding Cal tight when he reached for the plug. “Open up,” he whispered, pressing the plug to Cal’s lips. He did as Gideon commanded, letting Gideon fuck the silicone toy into his mouth. It was both hard and soft. “That’s a good boy. Suck it. Get it nice and wet for Daddy.” Cal watched Gideon’s reflection as he sucked on the toy, the almost feral look in his eye making Cal’s cock attempt to rally.

      When Gideon pulled it free, he pressed a hand between Cal’s shoulders until he was bent over the sink. He whimpered as Gideon pulled his cock free, breath hitching as the plug quickly replaced it. It felt weird but not uncomfortable.

      “You look so pretty,” Gideon murmured, pressing down on the jeweled part still on the outside of Cal’s body. It must have pressed against Cal’s prostate because sparks of pleasure danced along his spine.

      “Oh, wow,” he muttered, blushing at the lame statement.

      “Wow, indeed,” Gideon confirmed. “Brush your teeth and get ready for school. I’ll make us breakfast.”

      Gideon was already gone when Cal said, “Yes, Daddy.”
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      It was raining when Cal took his seat in first period, biting down on his cheek as the plug shifted, sending a full-body shiver over his body. He was grateful his jacket covered the way his nipples hardened and his cock pressed against his zipper.

      Cal had hoped to see Bastian, but they didn’t have a class together until the afternoon. Unfortunately, he did share a class with Matteo and his band of followers. He locked eyes on Cal immediately, plopping into the seat beside him even though his assigned seat was across the room. “‘Sup, faggot. I thought you died or something. Somebody said you were, like, found on the side of the road with no shoes on.”

      Cal didn’t answer, just pulled his phone free to text Bastian that he was back in school.

      “Where’d your burner phone go? Finally give enough blowjobs to afford a real phone? Oh, an iPhone. That’s a lot of dick sucking. Is that why you’re so quiet? Your jaw hurt, bitch?”

      The others in the class laughed, but Cal did his best to ignore Matteo’s taunts. He knew the other boy was at least bicurious. They had made out the night of the dance, whether anybody believed it or not. Still, it made his stomach churn to be at the center of so much attention.

      “Oh, come on. Talk to us. We were all so worried about you. We thought you might have been in jail with your daddy…or even dead like your whore mom.”

      Callum’s fury struck from nowhere, and he lunged from his seat just as the teacher walked in. No, not the teacher. Gideon. Holy shit. “That’s enough. Both of you take your seats.”

      Gideon’s gaze held Cal’s long enough for Cal to know Gideon saw what went down. It settled his nerves a bit. He dropped back into his chair with more force than necessary, his breath ripping from his body as he drove the plug deeper inside him. The whole class turned to gape at him, but Cal’s eyes went straight to Gideon, who smirked as he took a sip of his coffee. The coffee Cal had watched Gideon make that morning while standing naked in the kitchen.

      “Ms. Peterson is sick today, so I’m going to stand in for her. She said you were on page five seventy-three, so we’ll start there.”

      Gideon shed his jacket and rolled up his sleeves the moment the class opened their textbooks. For the next forty-five minutes, Cal felt like he was in the beginning of a porn movie. Gideon taught Cal’s Individuals and Societies class like he’d been studying it his whole life. He paced the front of the class in pants that hugged his ass and thighs, his hands playing with a pen he’d found on the desk as he spoke.

      Cal had never been so horny in his entire life. His dick strained against his zipper, and each time he shifted, the plug grazed his prostate, working him up until he thought he might come right there in the middle of the fucking classroom. He’d never live that down. Ever. Not even Gideon could keep him from getting expelled if he did something like that. Even though it would be entirely Gideon’s fault.

      He had to know it was killing Cal. Had he planned this all along? Part of Cal hated him for torturing him like this, but the other part couldn’t stop daydreaming about the morning, about the way Gideon had jerked him off and fucked him, about the fact that he planned on doing it again after class.

      “Callum?”

      “Yes, Da—” Cal froze, clearing his throat. “Yes, sir?”

      “Do you know the answer?” Gideon asked.

      Fuck. He didn’t even know what they were talking about. He’d checked out a while ago. “Would you mind repeating the question?”

      “Can you name one or more of the four noble truths of Buddhism?” Gideon asked, the rich timbre of his voice doing nothing to ease Cal wanting to drag him into a broom closet and climb him like a mountain.

      Luckily, he knew the answer, which Gideon knew. He’d helped him with his homework the other night. “Dukkha, Samudaya, Nirodha, and Magga.”

      Gideon grinned. “Excellent.” He turned to Matteo, who was now back in his seat across the room. “Explain Dukkha to the class.”

      Matteo’s eyes flicked up to Gideon and then back at his book before rifling through the pages. “Um, just a second…”

      Gideon waved a dismissive hand. “Don’t bother. This will be on your class final. You should all be well-versed in this by now. Let’s move on.”

      When the bell rang, Cal shot from his seat, snatching his new backpack and sprinting for the door.

      “Mr. Whyte. A word,” Gideon called.

      The other kids snickered as Cal sighed, turning on his heel and walking back to Gideon. Once the class was empty, Gideon wrapped a hand around his bicep, pulling him in. “You cannot let these boys get to you. I can only protect you so much if you let things get physical. Understand?”

      “Yes, Daddy,” Cal whispered.

      “Good boy,” Gideon murmured. “Don’t forget, after school, you’re mine. For detention.”

      Cal bit down on his bottom lip before springing up onto his toes to whisper in Gideon’s ear. “You look so hot today, Daddy.”

      “Get to class, dirty boy.”

      Cal left with a smile on his face.
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      Gideon had just opened his lunch bag when there was a sharp rap of knuckles on his office door. He sighed, already anticipating who waited on the other side. “Enter,” he barked.

      Abernathy pushed the door open. “I’m sorry to interrupt your lunch,” she said, not sounding sorry at all. “But, yet again, this one was starting fights in the hall.”

      She grabbed somebody Gideon couldn’t see and yanked them into view. Cal. There was a cut on his lip and an abrasion around his eye. Gideon’s jaw twitched, his pulse pounding in his ears at Cal’s defeated look. Gideon turned to give Abernathy a sharp look. “Who did he start a fight with? The entire lacrosse team?”

      She gave a tight smile. “There were five other boys. I’d be happy to get you their names. They all said the same thing, Callum started the fight. He clearly should be more careful or consider finding a school where this sort of behavior is more…common.”

      “Callum, come inside.” He threw a nasty glare at Abernathy. “That will be all.”

      She gave a smug smile as she closed the door. Cal looked two seconds away from crying. “Lock the door, baby,” Gideon reminded him.

      Cal did as Gideon instructed before dropping his bag and walking to Gideon. He pushed Gideon’s chair away from his desk and climbed into his lap, straddling his thighs and burying his face against Gideon’s throat. His arms went around him instinctively. “It’s okay.”

      “He spit on me,” Cal said, voice thick with tears.

      “What?” Gideon asked, even though he’d heard Cal perfectly fine.

      Cal’s voice was muffled against Gideon’s neck. “Matteo… He spit on me, and I just stood there and did nothing.”

      “Which one hit you?” Gideon asked, seething.

      “None of them.”

      Gideon pushed Cal away from him, cupping his face to examine his injuries. “Don’t lie to me.”

      Cal studied him with dull eyes. “I’m not. Somebody shoved me from behind, and I went face first into the wall. Stucco leaves a mark, I guess.”

      Gideon clenched his teeth until his jaw popped. “Those little bastards. I ought to suspend every one of them. Imagine what that would do to their chances at ivy league,” Gideon fumed.

      “It’s fine,” Cal murmured, clinging to Gideon tighter, dropping his head to his shoulder once more.

      “It’s not fine. I protect what’s mine,” Gideon rumbled against Cal’s ear.

      Cal sighed. “I’m not allowed to be yours outside of this office and your loft. That’s just the way it is.”

      Cal had seemed so happy just a couple of hours ago, and now, he was miserable again. Gideon wanted to make every single person who’d upset Cal pay. Every one of them. “Do you want to finish out the year at home? I’m sure I can work it out with the board.”

      Cal leaned back, eyes wet. “You think I should just give in? Give them what they want?”

      Gideon shook his head. “No, of course not. But I want you safe. I don’t want you being terrorized by a group of pimple-faced shitheads who’ve never heard the word ‘no.’ It’s not good for your stress levels, and your endocrinologist said stress affects your blood sugar levels.”

      Cal shook his head. “My numbers are fine. I promise. I just want to be here…with you.”

      “It’s not like you can’t see me at home,” Gideon murmured.

      Cal brushed his lips against Gideon’s, dipping his tongue inside. “But if I’m at home, we can’t do this.”

      “This?” Gideon asked, amused. Cal slipped to his knees, his hands reaching for Gideon’s belt. He gripped Cal’s wrists. “You don’t have to do that. Not after…”

      Cal’s face fell. “You don’t want me to?”

      Gideon pushed his fingers through Cal’s hair. “I would like nothing more, but we can just sit in here and eat lunch. We have plenty of time for that when we’re home.”

      Cal shook his hands free of Gideon’s loose restraint, working his pants open and freeing his erection. Cal batted his lashes as he gazed up at Gideon. “Can I, Daddy? Please?” he asked in his sweetest voice.

      “I don’t know. Have you been a good boy?” Gideon asked, stroking his thumb along the seam of Cal’s lips.

      Cal nodded. “So good, Daddy.”

      “Alright, dirty boy.” Cal didn’t waste any time. He gripped Gideon’s dick by the base and sank his mouth down to meet it, bobbing his head like he was on a mission. “Fuck, that’s it,” Gideon muttered, leaning back so he could watch his cock disappear between Cal’s swollen lips. “Christ, your mouth should be illegal.”

      Cal let his hand fall away, taking Gideon deeper, guiding Gideon’s hand back to his head. He gripped Cal’s hair tight until the boy hissed. “Is this what you want, dirty boy? You want me to force you to take my cock?”

      Cal looked up, gaze growing hazy. He slipped into subspace so easily, like he was made for it. It was remarkable, really. Gideon flexed his hips forward, forcing his cock into Cal’s throat until the boy’s lips touched pubic hair, his throat convulsing. Gideon held him there, watching as Cal’s eyes watered, his fingers spasming as he gripped Gideon’s thighs. Cal sat back as Gideon released him, saliva and tears coating his face. Gideon pushed his thumb into Cal’s mouth, and he nursed it obediently. “Such a good little whore for Daddy.”

      “Promise, Daddy?”

      “Yes, baby. Now, take your clothes off,” Gideon said. “Hang them up neatly and then come back to me.”

      “Yes, Daddy,” Cal said, rising in one graceful move.

      Gideon lazily stroked his cock as he watched Cal strip. He’d already cleared his desk earlier in anticipation of fulfilling his promise to fuck Cal on it after school. But there was no sense in waiting. Cal had a free period after lunch anyway, and the boy clearly needed attention now. He needed to know he was wanted.

      Cal returned to Gideon, naked, teeth biting into his bottom lip, like some shy little flower. Gideon stood, kissing him carefully, not wanting to hurt his already injured mouth. Cal deepened the kiss, clearly long past caring about his own well-being. Gideon let him control the kiss for a moment before pulling away and turning Cal to face the desk.

      “Bend over.” Cal hesitated for a brief moment before doing as Gideon said, arching his hips wantonly. He spread the boy open, pressing his thumb down on the base of the toy, driving it deeper. Cal gave a low moan. “Do you like your present, baby?”

      Cal gave a breathy sigh. “Yes, Daddy.”

      “Did you think of me fucking your tight little hole every time you sat down today?” Gideon tugged on the toy, applying just enough pressure to make Cal shiver.

      “Yes, Daddy.”

      “Do you like having my cum inside you all day?”

      Cal sighed dreamily. “Yes, Daddy.”

      “Do you want some more?” Gideon asked.

      “Please, Daddy.”

      Gideon released the toy, running his hands along Cal’s back. “I’m not sure I believe you.”

      Cal looked back over his shoulder, his tongue licking out over his bottom lip nervously. “I mean it. I do. Please.”

      “You can do better than that, little bird. Beg me. Tell me how much you need my cock in your greedy little hole. How much you need Daddy to fill you up,” he said, keeping his tone cool.

      “Please, Daddy. Please. I’ll do anything. I need you,” Cal whispered.

      Gideon arched a brow. “Again. Make me believe it.”

      A quiet sob escaped from Cal. “Please, Daddy. Please. I need you inside me. I need you to fuck me. Breed me. Fill me up. Please. I need you so bad. Please. Please.”

      “Easy, baby. Daddy’s gonna take care of you. Daddy will always take care of you,” Gideon crooned, settling his hand on Cal’s lower back. “But you have to be quiet. Can you be quiet for me?”

      “I don’t know,” Cal whined, sounding frantic.

      “Shh,” Gideon said, petting over Cal’s back. “I’ve got you.”

      Cal gasped, his hands darting out to grip the edge of Gideon’s desk, as he pulled the plug almost completely free before sliding it back in again. Cal came up onto his toes, panting as Gideon fucked him with the plug, his hand holding Cal in place even as the boy tried to rock himself back on the silicone toy.

      When Cal whimpered in frustration, Gideon finally pulled the toy free, tossing it on the desk, chuckling to himself about how horrified Abernathy would be if she knew this was how he punished Cal.

      Gideon sank three fingers into Cal’s used hole, cock throbbing at the feel of his seed still inside, knowing he would fill him up with more soon. “Look at that, all nice and ready for me, your hole already wet and leaking.”

      He folded himself over Cal, running his tongue along his spine before gripping the boy’s chin in his palm with one hand and lining his cock up with his entrance with the other. “Who do you belong to?”

      “You, Daddy.”

      “Who takes care of you?”

      “You, Daddy.”

      “Open your mouth,” Gideon commanded.

      When Cal complied, Gideon pushed two fingers inside, sinking them into the moist heat of Cal’s mouth. Cal gave a low moan as Gideon impaled him in one smooth motion. He didn’t hold back as he usually did. He fucked into him slow and deep, forcing his fingers in and out of the boy’s mouth in time with his thrusts. Cal sucked greedily on Gideon’s fingers. “That’s it. Suck Daddy’s fingers like you’d suck my cock. Show Daddy what a good little whore you are. Tonight, you wear the collar. Tonight, your punishments start,” Gideon told him, fucking into him harder and faster.

      Cal’s whines and moans grew louder, even as Gideon fucked his fingers into his throat. Gideon pulled free of Cal’s body. He whipped his head around, gaze frantic. “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I’m sorry. It just feels so good.”

      “Shh,” Gideon said. “We’re not stopping, just changing it up. Come here, baby.”

      Gideon perched on the end of his desk, sinking himself back into the tight heat of Cal’s body, wrapping one arm around his waist, his other hand covering Cal’s mouth. He thrust himself in and out a few times before lying back on the desk bringing Cal with him. “Heels on the desk,” Gideon growled, leaving no room for argument. With Cal on top of him, facing the ceiling, Gideon could keep him quiet and wrap his hand around the boy’s leaking cock. “You want to come, dirty boy? If so, you’re gonna have to make it happen. Fuck yourself on my cock.”

      Cal whined but soon realized his heels on the desk gave him leverage to rock back on Gideon’s cock before driving up into his fist. It only took a moment for Cal to find his rhythm, and when he did, it took everything in Gideon’s power not to come right then and there. The boy was no longer thinking of anything but his own pleasure. He was chasing his release with wanton abandon, bouncing back hard on Gideon’s cock before slinging his hips upward into Gideon’s tightened fist. He used the boy’s precum to slick his hand, but Gideon wasn’t even sure if it mattered. Cal was gone, so deep into his own head that he was past pain, past anything but getting off.

      Gideon wouldn’t usually allow the boy to control the scene in any literal sense, but this was about comfort—perhaps not physical comfort but about assuring the boy that he was wanted, that somebody cared about him and his needs. It was about showing him he wasn’t alone in the world. And he wasn’t. Gideon knew with each passing moment that he wouldn’t be able to let go of Cal in four weeks. Hell, maybe ever, and God help both of them when the eventual fall out came.

      Cal’s hips stuttered off rhythm, and he started to mumble frantically behind Gideon’s hand. “You gonna come for me, dirty boy?” Cal gave a stilted nod. Gideon bit down on the boy’s shoulder. “Come on, baby. That’s it, get yourself off, take what you need.” Cal started to spill over Gideon’s fist, and he used his cum to keep jerking him, milking every drop from the boy until he whimpered, collapsing against Gideon.

      Gideon sat up, taking Cal with him, pulling free long enough to set the boy back on the desk, catching his knees up over Gideon’s shoulders before driving his cock back into the boy’s hole. Cal gazed up at him, expression dazed, mouth gaping as Gideon fucked into him, relentless. “Do you see what you do to me?” Gideon growled. “Do you see how crazy you make me?”

      Cal’s eyes rolled back, his teeth biting down on his lower lip as he gripped the edge of the desk. Gideon was close now. Cal was so hot and tight and warm around him. Gideon’s body flushed, his balls drawing up tight as sparks of pleasure licked along his skin. “Fuck, I’m gonna come, baby. Gonna fill you up.”

      Cal whimpered. “Yes, please. Please. Fill me up.”

      That was all it took, Gideon’s orgasm slamming into him hard enough to make him dizzy, his brain falling offline as his hips spasmed against Cal, cock throbbing with his release, his hands biting into Cal’s hips.

      He let go of Cal’s legs, dropping his head to the boy’s chest, both of them panting and sweaty. When he could think again, he reached for the plug, sitting forgotten beside Cal’s head.

      “You’re putting it back in?” Cal asked, voice jumping an octave.

      Gideon gave him a look. “Did you think I wouldn’t? I told you. You’ll come back here at three, and I’ll do it again. This plug stays in until we get home and I finish your punishment. Do you have a problem with that?”

      Cal shook his head before seeming to remember he was supposed to answer. “No, Daddy.”

      “Good boy. Lift up your legs.”

      Cal did as he was told, wincing as Gideon pulled free and pushed the plug back in place. He used the wet wipes in his desk to clean them both up before saying, “Get dressed, and we’ll eat lunch together before you have to go back to class.”

      Cal nodded, walking to his clothes, legs wobbling like a newborn deer. Gideon couldn’t help but smile. The boy’s hair was mussed, his lips swollen, face flushed. He looked like he’d just been thoroughly fucked.

      Once Cal was clothed again, he used the mirror to fix his hair before turning to Gideon with a grin. “If that witch comes in here, she’s going to know what we just did. It stinks like sex in here.”

      Gideon chuckled, turning and cracking the windows in his office just enough to let the cool air in. Cal grabbed his lunch from his backpack and curled back up in Gideon’s lap, content as a cat. When Cal held up his apple slice for Gideon, he ate it, feeding Cal a bit of his sandwich in return. Gideon couldn’t remember ever feeding another person other than Cal, not in all the years he and Grant had been together, but it clearly made the boy feel wanted. Gideon would be lying if he said he didn’t like it too.

      When it was time for Cal to go back to class, he sighed, unfolding himself to stand. Gideon stood too, kissing Cal’s forehead. “Are you sure you’ll be alright?”

      “Yeah, I’ll be fine. It’s only a few more weeks, right? Then they can’t hurt me anymore.”

      The boy didn’t sound like he believed it anymore than Gideon did. The people in this school—the board, the parents—they had a long reach. But that was a problem for another day. “I’ll see you after school, little bird.”

      “Okay, Daddy.”
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      Cal had never felt so full or so wanted. At three o’clock, when he walked past Mrs. Abernathy and into Gideon’s office, it was all he could do not to smirk at her. Gideon had fucked him bent over the desk, whispering filthy things into his ear as he’d pumped even more cum inside him. Now, he felt like he was so full it practically pushed out his belly, like he’d eaten a big meal. And Daddy wasn’t done with him.

      He said he would be punished tonight. Even the idea of it made him tingle. He hadn’t had a real punishment since before the hospital, and he missed it, missed the sting of Gideon’s hand, the helpless feeling that came from being under his total control. He didn’t even care what or how Gideon punished him, he just needed to let go, to forget about Matteo and the other boys he used to call friends, about Mrs. Abernathy, and even Bastian who wouldn’t return a single text. All of them. Fuck all of them and all of his problems. He just needed Gideon to make it all go away for a little while.

      Gideon had ordered Cal an Uber after school so they weren’t seen leaving together, but he’d given Cal specific instructions for when he got home. Check his blood sugar numbers then get naked. Get on the bed. Be on his knees waiting when Daddy got home. Cal couldn’t wait to do as Gideon commanded, but he had to. He had to walk Alexa. Feed her dinner. Make sure she was taken care of. Those were Gideon’s rules, and if punishments happened daily regardless of following said rules, Cal could only imagine what an escalation punishment entailed. Part of him couldn’t wait to find out, but he told himself it was better to wait, to work up to it.

      As soon as he was naked and on the bed his tension melted away. Even with his belly full and his ass plugged, there was something freeing about not having to think of anything but that. Cal pushed his hands through his hair, examining himself in the mirror behind the bed. His bottom lip had swelled a bit more, and Cal couldn’t keep himself from tonguing at the cut there in the center. The scrape near his eye was less prominent now that the redness had passed. He ran his hands along his chest, teasing at his own nipples and down his torso. He was already hard just thinking of Gideon’s hands on him for the fourth time in just one day.

      When the handle turned on the front door, Cal’s pulse raced. He put his hands behind his back, staying on his knees as instructed. Gideon entered, removing his shoes and dropping his bag by the door before removing his jacket and hanging it on the coat rack. He walked to the kitchen, pouring himself a glass of water and giving Alexa head scratches. He didn’t acknowledge Cal at all, just disappeared into the bathroom.

      Cal chewed on the inside of his cheek as the minutes ticked by. Was Gideon mad at him? Had he done something wrong? Had he done this wrong? Fifteen minutes passed before Gideon returned, his collar open, sleeves rolled up, as he crossed the room barefoot, dark framed glasses perched on his nose. He must have taken out his contacts, Cal thought. His cock twitched as Gideon crossed the loft to where Cal still kneeled. Gideon looked so sexy in his glasses. He looked sexy in everything. Cal couldn’t believe how lucky he was.

      Gideon had something in his hand… The pink collar. Gideon sat on the edge of the mattress. “Come here, little bird.”

      Cal crawled to the edge and sat back on his heels. “Yes, Daddy.”

      Gideon placed the collar on, jostling Cal as he fastened it, before gently tugging until Cal was laid out over Gideon’s knees. Cal braced himself for the first blow but nothing happened. Gideon trailed a finger over Cal’s spine, following it all the way down to the plug still in place.

      “Do you know why you’re to be punished daily?” Gideon asked, voice cool and in direct conflict with the way his fingers danced over Cal’s bare skin.

      “‘Cause I’m bad, Daddy?” Cal asked.

      “No,” Gideon said, voice stern. “You’re being punished as a reminder that I’m the head of this household.”

      Smack.

      Cal sucked in a startled breath, the air escaping his lungs in a whoosh, the sting of Gideon’s slap disappearing almost as quickly as it came.

      Smack. “That you belong to me and only me.”

      Cal’s body flushed from his toes to the tips of his ears, both his ass cheeks burning now. Why was that so hot? Was he bright red? Were Gideon’s handprints visible? Could he feel how rock hard Cal was?

      Smack. “That I make the rules.”

      Cal moaned long and low as the blow drove the toy deeper into him. His toes curled, and he wiggled, equal parts horny and uncomfortable.

      “Hold still,” Gideon growled.

      Cal was so horny he was sure if Gideon said one more thing he would come right there, messing up Gideon’s fancy work pants.

      Smack. “That I decide the consequences.”

      The blow had bite. “Ow,” Cal whimpered.

      His skin was on fire now, endorphins flooding his system. Cal felt himself slipping, slipping into that perfect quiet place between pain and pleasure, heaven and hell.

      Smack. Cal’s back arched, hissing as his skin flamed. “I decide what you can take.”

      Smack. “I decide what you can handle.”

      Smack. “I decide what you need.”

      Smack. “I decide what you deserve.”

      A sob escaped Cal, tears welling in his eyes before falling to the floor at Gideon’s feet. He didn’t know why he was crying. The pain was more than tolerable. Gideon had spanked him harder before, but despite all that, the tears wouldn’t stop falling.

      Smack. “Who do you belong to?” Gideon asked, his stern inflection unwavering.

      Cal sniffled. “You, Daddy.”

      Smack. “That’s right. Just me. Only me.”

      “Yes, Daddy. Just you. Only you. Only ever you,” Cal babbled, the words falling from him lips like a vow.

      “So good for me. My very good boy. My little bird. Your bottom is so pretty this color,” Gideon remarked, rubbing Cal’s abused bottom. Cal just lay there, pulling in deep breaths, every nerve ending on high alert. Was it over? Would Gideon fuck him again? Four times in one day? Could Cal even handle anymore cum inside him?

      Smack. “Say ‘thank you for my spanking, Daddy.’”

      Cal’s cock oozed precum at Gideon’s command. “Thank you, Daddy,” Cal murmured, voice thick.

      “Get on your knees.”

      It took a moment for Cal to process Gideon’s request. He stood on shaky legs before moving to kneel before Gideon. Cal loved being on his knees for his Daddy.

      Gideon opened his belt and zipper, releasing his cock, smacking the heavy weight of it against Cal’s face a couple of times, before rubbing the head across his lips. “Show Daddy how grateful you are that he cares enough to punish you.”

      Cal lifted a hand to grip Gideon’s cock. “Uh-uh. No hands. Just that pretty fucking mouth.”

      Cal’s heartbeat tripped at Gideon’s words, but he opened his mouth, dipping his head to capture Gideon’s thick cock between his swollen lips. It took him a minute to find a rhythm. His head bobbing as he sucked Gideon with sloppy enthusiasm. “That’s it. Suck Daddy’s cock. Show me how grateful you are that I take care of you.”

      Cal was grateful, so grateful. He took Gideon deeper with each pass, but Gideon grew impatient, gripping Cal’s hair in his fist, forcing his cock into Cal’s throat just as he had earlier until Cal could feel the kinky curls of Gideon’s pubic hair against his lips. Cal’s throat convulsed around Gideon’s cock. He breathed through his nose, fighting his gag reflex, his fingers spastically gripping at Gideon’s pant legs as his head swam from lack of oxygen. When Gideon released him, Cal fell backwards, saliva coating his chin as fresh tears streamed down his face.

      Cal pushed back up on his knees, trying to take Gideon’s cock back into his mouth. “Uh-uh. Open your mouth, stick out your tongue.”

      Cal did as Gideon instructed, staring up at Gideon through his lashes. Gideon fisted his cock, working himself hard and fast, his chest rising and falling, muscles of his forearms straining. Cal’s pulse raced. Gideon’s gaze could have melted solid steel. He looked at Cal like he was a sheep and Gideon was a wolf. He looked feral, predatory, bestial. “Fuck, you were born to kneel. You’re so fucking beautiful. So perfect. My good boy.”

      Gideon groaned, gripping Cal’s hair as he found his release, cum falling on his face and tongue, before he slipped his cock back in the boy’s mouth. Cal sucked obediently. When Gideon pulled free once more, he smeared his cum over Cal’s skin with his cock. “So pretty,” Gideon murmured.

      Cal beamed at Gideon. “Thank you, Daddy.”

      “On the bed, hands and knees.” Cal shivered, knowing what came next. Gideon left Cal there to retrieve a towel, placing it between his knees. “Ready, baby?”

      Cal nodded, canting his hips towards Gideon. “Yes, Daddy.”

      Gideon didn’t work the plug free right away, instead he reached between Cal’s legs, jerking his hard cock just enough to have Cal breathless and moaning. Gideon freed the plug, tossing it to the floor. Cal felt odd, cold and exposed, loose and vulnerable. He could feel Gideon’s cum trickling from his body onto the towel. It was so dirty, and yet, Cal loved it—loved feeling owned and used by Gideon. His boy. His perfect boy.

      He cried out as Gideon pushed three fingers into him. “So sloppy. Such a dirty little whore for Daddy. You like being full of my cum? You like when Daddy breeds this slutty little hole?”

      Cal’s moan was obscene, and he spread his legs, canting his hips back to fuck himself on Gideon’s fingers. “Yes, Daddy.”

      Gideon’s fingers made a filthy squelching noise as they moved in and out of him, his knuckles brushing against Cal’s prostate and sending little bursts of ecstasy throughout his body.

      “Touch yourself. Jerk yourself off while you fuck yourself on my fingers. Show Daddy what a good little whore you can be for me.”

      Cal needed little other incentive. He licked his hand, eyes rolling with pleasure as he jerked himself, rocking himself back on Gideon’s fingers. “Daddy,” he whined, thrusting back harder. “Fuck, Daddy. You feel so good. So good. It’s like you’re still inside me.”

      Cal was babbling, but he didn’t care. He was lost in a tide of bliss, waves of euphoria threatening to pull him under.

      “Mm, that’s it, dirty boy. That’s it. If you want to come, you’ll have to do it yourself. Come on. Show Daddy how bad you want it.”

      Cal made a noise of frustration, his fingers curling into the comforter, working himself faster until it was just this side of painful. “Can I come Daddy? Please? Please? Please?” he cried, not caring if he sounded desperate or stupid, too close to be embarrassed.

      “Yes, baby. Come for me.”

      Cal sobbed in relief, pumping three more times, before his orgasm slammed into him and everything went dark. When he opened his eyes again, his head rested on Gideon’s thigh. He blinked heavy lids at him. “What happened?”

      “You blacked out for a minute,” Gideon said, amused.

      Cal’s answering smile quickly morphed into a jaw-cracking yawn. “Wow. That was hot.”

      “So hot you’re yawning,” Gideon said around a chuckle. “Come on, let’s take a bath and then I’ll teach you how to cook something simple and healthy for dinner.”

      “I can’t move. You have ruined me. Go on without me,” Cal cried dramatically. Gideon rolled his eyes, dragging Cal closer by the ankle before scooping him up into a bridal carry. “I could get used to this.”

      “Get used to what?”

      “You carrying me everywhere,” Cal sighed, dropping his head to Gideon’s shoulder.

      Gideon shook his head. “You are cum drunk.”

      “Whose fault is that?” Cal asked.

      “You won’t always get to come after punishment, you know,” Gideon said.

      Cal hadn’t known. He didn’t really understand the rules. But he didn’t care. It wasn’t about the orgasms… Okay, it wasn’t just about the orgasms. “I don’t care about that. It’s not about that.”

      Gideon smiled down at Cal like he’d passed some kind of test. He set Cal on the side of the tub, turning on the faucet and unbuttoning his shirt.

      Cal stood. “May I, Daddy?”

      Gideon’s hands dropped. “Yes, thank you.”

      Cal stripped Gideon, placing kisses on the skin as it was bared to him. Once they were both naked, they slipped into the tub, Gideon sliding his arms around Cal from behind as they soaked. “Will every night be like this?”

      “Like what?”

      “Sex and punishment and games.”

      Gideon ran a finger along Cal’s belly. “No, of course not. There are some days I’m so tired I have to force myself to brush my teeth before bed. There will be nights where you have to study or I have to grade papers. After dinner tonight, we’ll watch a movie and go to bed.”

      That sounded so blissfully normal. It sounded like a relationship… It sounded like family. And Cal desperately wished that Gideon could be his family.
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      Thunder rumbled outside, rain pelting the windows of the balcony and the skylights above with enough force to create a sort of white noise effect that had lulled Gideon into a sleepy, relaxed state. Not dozing but close. He lay on the comforter, face half buried in his pillow, watching the flames jump in the fireplace beside the bed to ward off the uncharacteristic chill outside. Cal straddled Gideon’s hips in his underwear, tracing the scars that criss-crossed Gideon’s back.

      “Will you tell me how you got these?” Cal asked, leaning down to kiss the scar closest to his shoulder.

      Gideon sighed. He didn’t know if he wanted to open that can of worms. It had happened so long ago, it seemed almost like it had happened to somebody else. Gideon was a whole other person back then, somebody who was desperate to hurt, to punish himself. He wasn’t sure he wanted to admit that out loud to anybody, especially Cal. He needed Gideon to be the strong one, needed to know he was capable of taking care of Cal when he couldn’t take care of himself. Vulnerability was weakness. The thought stopped Gideon in his tracks. That was something his father would have said…and Grant.

      “If you tell me why you have that little bird tattooed on your shoulder,” Gideon countered, rattled by the thought still echoing in his head.

      Cal sat back up, his finger changing from tracing the raised tissue along Gideon’s back to drawing indiscernible patterns on his skin. Cal’s touch was nice, just contact—comfort without expectation of anything more. Neither of them had any strength left for anything more. Cal was quiet for a long time, leaving Gideon to wonder if he’d struck a nerve.

      Cal sighed. “It’s not a very interesting story. It’s for my mom. Her name was Aviana. It means bird. I got it to feel like she was still with me in some way, I guess,” he finally said, sadness seeping into his tone.

      “Do you remember her?” Gideon asked. “You were six when she died, right?”

      Cal’s finger froze. “Yeah. How did you know that?”

      “The hag told me.”

      “Of course, she did,” Cal muttered. “She’s the literal worst.”

      Gideon agreed, but he didn’t want to talk about Abernathy. “How did she die? Your mom?” Gideon asked, unsure if it was best to pick at the scab of a wound that may not have healed.

      Once more, Cal touched Gideon’s back, this time both hands working the muscles there, like he needed a distraction from the words, a way to distance himself from it. “Brain aneurysm. One minute, she was there, the next…gone.”

      “I’m sorry,” Gideon said, reaching a hand back to stroke Cal’s knee. “That’s when you and your father returned from China.”

      “Abernathy’s got a big mouth.”

      “She was trying to convince me that you were too old to stay in our school. She said you were held back when you returned home to the States. She said you had trouble acclimating.”

      “Yeah, my dad loved to tell people that I was struggling with speaking English full-time after speaking Chinese exclusively for so many years. It was all bullshit. I stopped speaking after my mom died. English and Chinese. I just shut down. My father took me to specialists in China who said it was the trauma of watching my mother die and that I needed time and a therapeutic outlet.”

      “You watched your mother die?”

      “Yeah. She was playing her violin in the garden and I was playing in the sandbox, then she was on the ground. I guess I started screaming because my nanny came running. I don’t remember much after that.”

      “I’m sorry, baby,” Gideon said, wishing he could think of something more profound to say but knowing that there really wasn’t anything that would make it better.

      “It was a long time ago,” Cal said, voice stony.

      “I don’t think losing a parent ever stops hurting.”

      “Depends on the parent,” Cal shot back.

      Gideon shook his head. “Up,” he commanded.

      Cal fell onto the mattress beside Gideon who sat up, leaning his back against the pillows, before gripping Cal’s wrist and tugging him back into his lap until they were face to face.

      “That’s better,” Gideon said, taking Cal’s hands in his. “Your father isn’t dead, he’s locked up. I know you’re pissed at him and you think you hate him, and maybe you do. Maybe you hate him, but…believe me, even when your father is the biggest bastard on the planet, when he’s gone, there’s still an…emptiness. Sadness, frustration, anger. There’s shit you wanted to ask and things you wanted to say, and secretly, you always hoped there would be time to somehow make things better.”

      Cal searched his face. “Was your dad a bad guy?”

      Gideon thought about it. “Not always. When my father was sober, he was a great guy. He’d take me to ball games and street fairs and the science museum. But when he was drinking, which was often, he was violent, mean, and unpredictable. He took it out on my mom, and when she left, he turned his attention to me by default.”

      The look of pity on Cal’s face was almost enough to make Gideon stop talking. “Your mom left you with your dad? How could she do that?”

      “My parents got married because my mom got pregnant and my dad had a good job building cars at the factory. They tried to make it work, and for a while, it did. But when he lost his job, he started drinking, and the more he drank, the harder it was to find a job until he just stopped looking. My mom paid the bills, and he resented her for it. She worked as an executive assistant for an advertising firm. It wasn’t the highest paying job in the world, but it kept us in mac and cheese and my dad in cases of Old Milwaukee.

      “Some of my earliest memories are of me sitting on her bed while she would put makeup on, trying to hide her bruises, her black eyes, her swollen lips. Always wearing long sleeves, even in the summer, trying to hide his fingerprint marks on her arms, scarves to hide the bruises on her throat. One time, he even broke her arm. The last night I saw her, my dad beat her so bad, she ended up in the hospital. That was the last time I saw her. She just unhooked herself from the machines and walked away from him…from us…and never came back.”

      “I just can’t imagine leaving my child behind,” Cal said, words thick. “Especially with an abusive asshole like that.”

      Gideon gave a sad smile, more because he wanted Cal to know he was okay now than because any part of it was worth smiling over. “In her defense, my father never hit me while she was there. Maybe she thought I was safe. He was always trying to tell me that you never let a woman control you, never let her talk back. He said that’s how you became a real man. I hated him. I didn’t think anything he did proved he was a man. I always felt so bad for her. She was my mom. I wanted her safe. I don’t know how to hate her for trying to save her own life.”

      “Well, I hate her,” Cal said, shaking. “She should have come back for you.”

      Some part of Gideon agreed. Life had been misery for him once she’d left. But it was a lifetime ago. No use in hating somebody who probably hated herself enough for the both of them. He gripped Cal’s chin gently, brushing their lips together. “Thank you, little bird.”

      “But it wasn’t your dad who gave you those scars on your back though, right? You said that was like a…punishment?”

      “No, baby. That wasn’t a punishment. That was assault. I used my safe word, but he didn’t listen. He thought he owned my body, that he had a right to do what he wanted whether I agreed to it or not, and I was too new and inexperienced to know that this wasn’t okay. I thought pain was normal, that love was supposed to hurt like that.”

      “But this wasn’t your husband, right?” Cal asked.

      Gideon shook his head. “No, this was right after my father drank himself to death. I was sixteen, grappling with the fact that my father hadn’t managed to beat the gay out of me, and I was spiraling. I met a guy at a gay bar. He was a real alpha type. A man’s man like my father. Rough, dominating, liked to slap me around, call me names. Insisted on topping me even when I wasn’t into it, and I just went along with it. I went along with everything. I thought I deserved it. Then I met Grant.”

      “You met Grant in a gay bar?” Cal asked.

      “No, I met him in college.” Gideon looked at Cal. “He was an adjunct professor of my abnormal psychology class. He was a doctor. A psychiatrist. I think he spotted me long before I spotted him.”

      “He was a Daddy dom like you are now?”

      Gideon nodded, staring over Cal’s shoulder, faded memories pulling to the surface. “Yes.”

      “Did you become a dominant because he died? Because you didn’t want to be another man’s boy?”

      Gideon shook his head, leaning back. “I was always dominant. I always wanted to be the protector, not the protected, but I was in no position to care for anybody. Grant convinced me that it wasn’t real, that I just didn’t know how to be loved, to accept somebody caring for me and making my decisions for me because I’d never had anybody who wanted to. He said I was fighting him for control and that life would just be so much easier if I’d surrender to it…to him.”

      “But that wasn’t true?” Cal asked.

      Gideon was speaking without thought now, no longer censoring his answers, the emotions he’d suppressed for years demanding to have a voice. “I made it true. I needed it to be true because I loved Grant. He was everything I never thought I could be. Rich. Funny. Gorgeous. Charming. Successful. Respected. People stopped speaking when he entered a room. He won awards, published papers. He was everything I wanted. There was nothing he couldn’t have and he wanted me. I was special because he wanted me. He chose me, and I owed him my loyalty and my life. But over time, I just sort of disappeared.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “In my professional life, I was thriving. I was an expert in my field. A doctor. A researcher. One of the youngest professors to ever receive tenure. But in my personal life, I wasn’t allowed to make the simplest decisions for myself. He chose what I ate and when. Decided we couldn’t have children. Said I wasn’t responsible enough for pets. He decided what friends I could keep and who I could associate with. He withheld affection as punishment. He ignored me. Stopped speaking to me for days over the smallest thing. He decided when we went to the gym, where we went on vacation, what I wore, how our home was decorated. The collar I’d accepted the night he proposed became a noose around my neck, tightening daily.”

      “Did you still love him?” Cal asked, threading their fingers together.

      “Yes. That’s the bitch of it. I loved him so much, but I resented him, too. I had consented to be his submissive. His boy. I hadn’t consented to be his slave. His subservient in and out of the bedroom. I wasn’t a partner. I was a pet. His punishments became increasingly belittling. Some days, I wasn’t even allowed to sleep in the bed. He became short-tempered and hostile towards me. Des begged me to leave, but I didn’t know how to function without Grant, which only made me more resentful. I’d somehow let him turn me into my mother.”

      Gideon gave a shuddering sigh. He’d never said any of this out loud. He’d shared bits and pieces with Des over the years since he was Gideon’s oldest friend, the one he’d refused to let go of. But nobody else—not even to the grief therapist he’d sat with for the first year after Grant died.

      “It sucks loving somebody whose love comes with conditions,” Cal said, wrapping his arms around Gideon’s neck. “Is that why you were never with the same boy twice? You were afraid of becoming Grant?”

      Gideon’s heart slammed against his chest. “Maybe. But a bigger part of me worried I would become my father or worse, some hybrid monster molded from the worst parts of both of them.”

      “You’re nothing like them,” Cal swore, eyes wide. “Nothing.”

      Gideon turned dull eyes to Cal. “My dad wasn’t always the monster he became. Neither was Grant in the beginning. They changed bit by bit, so slowly that I didn’t notice until it was too late. Some part of me worries that wanting to dominate another, to punish them, makes me no better than them.”

      Cal shook his head vehemently. “I didn’t know Grant or your father, but I know you. You check in with me all the time. You would never ignore my safe word. You punish me because I like it. You were willing to pay me and let me walk away the night we met. You offered to take care of me financially until I finish college without asking for anything in return. Your father and Grant didn’t get off on inflicting pain, they got off on the power. They got off on making somebody bend to their will. Abuse is about creating a power imbalance. BDSM is about a power exchange.”

      Gideon couldn’t help his look of surprise. “Where did you learn that?”

      “I read up on it while I was in the hospital, after you said I could live with you. I wanted to make sure I was doing it right.” Gideon swallowed hard past the lump in his throat, but Cal wasn’t done talking. “You would never make me sleep on the floor, and you even let Alexa sleep right in bed with us. Besides, I like when you take care of me. I like having somebody make decisions for me when we’re home. I like pleasing you. I love your punishments. When you’re in charge, the rest of the world just falls away. I’m not submitting to you because I love you. I love you because submitting to you makes my head quiet.”

      As soon as the words fell from his lips, Cal slapped a hand over his mouth, his face flushing bright pink in the darkness.

      Gideon pulled the boy’s hand from his lips. “What?”

      “I have… I have to go to the bathroom,” Cal muttered, eyes filling with tears as he tried to make his escape.

      “Whoa, no way. Get back here.”

      Cal fought him. “No. Just let me go.”

      “Stop fighting me, little bird,” Gideon commanded, putting weight behind his command.

      Cal stopped moving but didn’t return to Gideon’s lap. He sat where he was, shoulders shrinking in on himself where he was, his humiliation so heavy it felt like a living, breathing creature between them. “I didn’t mean it,” Cal whispered, tears spilling onto his cheeks.

      Even though Gideon knew it was a lie, something twisted in his chest at Cal’s denial. He should just let him take it back. It was the safest course of action. They were a temporary thing. They had to be. But still, he couldn’t stop himself from murmuring, “You didn’t mean it or didn’t mean to say it?”

      “Does it matter?”

      “It does to me,” Gideon promised, swiping his thumbs over Cal’s cheeks. “Stop crying, baby. Please come here.”

      Cal inched closer, like a stray leery of his rescuer, still refusing to look at Gideon. It was as if he was worried that if he made eye contact, Gideon would say the words Cal was dreading. Or maybe Gideon was projecting. He couldn’t stand the look on Cal’s face or that he was the one who put it there. Still, there were a million hurdles between them.

      “This thing between us…” Gideon started.

      “Yeah, I know. It’s temporary. I get it.”

      “Stop putting words in my mouth,” Gideon said. “Look, the truth is, I can’t imagine how this would work for us long-term. You’ll be leaving for college soon, and I’ll be back to teaching grad students. I’m twenty-five years older than you. You are supposed to be falling in love and breaking up with boys your own age right now, doing spring break in Cancun and making a ton of mistakes. I’m at an age where I should be thinking about kids or finding somebody my own age to settle down with.”

      “Yeah, I said I get—” Cal’s voice was thick.

      “But none of that negates the fact that I’ve fallen for you too,” Gideon said, cutting him off.

      Cal’s head snapped up, a surprised gasp escaping. “What?”

      Gideon couldn’t believe he was doing this. The truth was the absolute worst possible thing for them in the long run, but he didn’t want to lie to Cal, even for his own good. “I love you, little bird. But I still don’t know how or if this can ever work between us.”

      “Let’s just worry about that later,” Cal said, launching himself into Gideon’s arms, hugging him hard, burying his face against his neck.

      Maybe just one lie. “Okay, baby. We’ll worry about it later,” Gideon agreed.
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      “Finish him!” the voice cried from the television.

      “Don’t you dare, you little shit,” Gideon warned, his final word catching on a laugh.

      Cal cackled maniacally, his fingers flying as he pushed buttons to make Kitana shred Gideon’s Sub-Zero with her razor fans before swirling his insides into a bloody vortex made of his own entrails. “That’s three out of five. No punishment tonight,” he cried, throwing his hands up in victory.

      Gideon used the opportunity to drop his controller and dig his fingers into Cal’s armpits, causing him to squeal. He attempted to escape Gideon’s embrace, but it was impossible. Cal had left himself vulnerable, lying between Gideon’s bent and splayed legs, head on a couch cushion between the older man’s thighs. Gideon had the advantage, leaning against the sofa. Now, his legs squeezed Cal in a vice grip, holding him hostage. He twisted, trying to escape Gideon’s clutches again, laughing until he was red faced and wheezing.

      “Still feel like bragging, you bloodthirsty little brat?”

      “Uncle. Uncle,” Cal cried. “I give up.”

      “I believe the word you’re looking for is Daddy,” Gideon reminded, releasing Cal enough to let him sit up.

      The Mortal Combat competition had started after Cal had lamented at breakfast how much he missed his PS4, which still lived at Bastian’s house. That’s when Gideon had revealed he also had a PS4 and several games. Cal couldn’t imagine a single thing that would have made Gideon hotter, but there it was. Gideon was a secret gamer. He’d confessed to being rusty, saying his and Des’s schedules barely ever lined up for them to play anymore. Cal suspected he was lying. Gideon was good at everything. He was perfect, really.

      Cal crawled into Gideon’s lap, straddling his hips. “Hi, Daddy,” he murmured, kissing him deeply.

      “Mm, hi baby,” Gideon said between kisses, gripping Cal’s ass and pulling him flush against him so Cal could feel Gideon was already hard beneath his black cotton pajama pants. Cal whimpered, rutting against Gideon wantonly.

      “I want you, Daddy,” Cal whined.

      Gideon’s gaze fell to the clock. “We need to get ready for school soon.”

      It was a half-day for the seniors, so Gideon had told Abernathy he had a doctor’s appointment and wouldn’t be in until afternoon. Really, he’d spent the morning teaching Cal how to make breakfast and then playing Mortal Combat.

      “Not that soon,” Cal countered. “We have at least thirty minutes before we’d need a shower. Think of all the dirty things you could do to me in thirty minutes. Especially since I won’t be getting my normal punishment tonight.”

      “Of course, you will,” Gideon said.

      Cal made a face. “What?”

      Gideon arched a brow, the low timbre of his voice sending a shiver through Cal. “You said if you won three out of five then I couldn’t spank you tonight, not that I couldn’t punish you. Do you think spanking is the only punishment I have? I was just easing you into your nightly routine. I didn’t think you would grow bored of my hand on your ass so quickly but no worries. I have lots of other toys in my arsenal.”

      Cal’s mouth fell open. “You knew what I meant.”

      Gideon grinned, and Cal’s cock throbbed. “It’s not about what you mean, little bird. It’s about what you say.”

      Cal shivered again, running his tongue along the corded tendon of Gideon’s neck. “You’re so mean, Daddy,” Cal murmured, his teeth nibbling at Gideon’s ear lobe.

      “I can be,” Gideon promised. “I can be as mean as I need to be to make sure you’re a good boy. You decide how mean I am, not me.” He gripped Cal’s ass, grinding their erections together through the thin layers of material separating them.

      “Fuck me, Daddy. Please? Please?”

      There was a sound like a bird chirping from Cal’s phone beside them on the coffee table, capturing both their attention. Gideon frowned. “Who’s texting you?”

      Cal’s heart plummeted into his stomach. “That’s not a text notification, it’s my email. The email I used for my college applications.”

      “Well, what are you waiting for? See who emailed you,” Gideon said.

      Cal shook his head, swallowing hard. “I’ll just look later.”

      “You’ll look now. The results won’t change the longer you wait.”

      Cal’s hands shook as he reached for his phone. When he punched the email, his heart tripped. “It’s Harvard. They’re telling me that I have to sign into the portal to find out whether I’ve been accepted or not.” Cal didn’t want to look.

      Cal had applied to several ivy league schools, just like all of his peers at Roosevelt, but that was before he was the son of a felon, before his prep school had labeled him an outcast and a troublemaker and had booted him off the lacrosse team. What if it was a rejection? What if it was an acceptance without a scholarship? He knew Gideon said he’d take care of him, pay for his schooling, give him everything, no strings attached, but that wasn’t what Cal wanted. With a scholarship, Cal could at least feel like they were on slightly equal footing, like he didn’t rely on Gideon for everything. “I can do it later.”

      “Callum. Stop stalling,” Gideon said, tone leaving no room for argument.

      Cal gave a stilted nod before following the instructions to the portal. Once there, he closed his eyes, taking a deep breath before clicking the link, peeking one eye open and gasping when he saw the word ‘congratulations.’ “I got in. I did it.”

      Gideon grinned. “Of course, you did. You’re one of the smartest people I know. You’re going to blow them all away.”

      He scanned the letter. He’d earned an academic scholarship. “Full ride. I-I got a full scholarship.”

      Cal’s euphoria plummeted as something occurred to him. “Harvard is so far away from here. I’ll be a thousand miles away.”

      Gideon kissed his forehead. “Then it’s a good thing I’m filthy rich. We’ve got the whole summer to worry about logistics. Okay?”

      Cal swallowed the lump in his throat, relieved Gideon wasn’t ready to give Cal up, even if the sadness of not seeing Gideon every day still lingered.

      “I don’t want to be that far from you,” Cal said, burying his face in Gideon’s neck.

      “I know, baby. I don’t want to be that far from you either, but we’ve got lots of time to worry about that. For now, just let yourself be happy you got into your top pick school.”

      “Okay,” Cal mumbled.

      Gideon sighed at Cal’s mopey face. “Stop pouting, bratty boy.” He kissed Cal’s bottom lip. “Come on. Let’s take a shower and get ready for school.”

      “Ugh, do I have to? It’s a half-day. I already got into college. I’m done,” Cal grumped.

      “Be a good boy and I’ll blow you in the shower.”

      Cal’s head popped up. “Really?”

      Gideon laughed. “Yes, but only if you get up and get moving.”

      Cal popped up, using all his body weight to haul Gideon to his feet after him.
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      Cal stood at the sink in the boy’s bathroom, his hands under the cold water, backpack at his feet, no longer washing his hands but deep in thought. He’d been contemplating his future since he’d gotten his Harvard letter, and he’d been a roller coaster of emotion for the last two hours. He didn’t want to be away from Gideon. Not for a semester, hell not even for a day. Sure, it was stupid to be so in love and so invested after just a few weeks but he really didn’t care. He didn’t care if it was impulsive or childish, he loved Gideon, and Gideon said he loved Cal back.

      But Harvard. His number one pick. The school he’d dreamed of attending since he was five years old. His mother’s school. Gideon talked like they’d find a way of making it work, but part of Cal wondered if Gideon was just humoring him, just making him feel like there was a chance so that he didn’t squander the opportunity he’d been given.

      Cal startled as the bathroom door opened, hinges screeching like in a horror movie. His brows shot up when he saw who stood there. Bastian. They both froze, staring awkwardly at each other. Cal broke off his gaze as Bastian moved to the urinal. Cal didn’t leave, just stood there, pretending to wash his hands again. He hated this. Bastian was his only friend. Had been his friend for his entire high school career. He didn’t want to leave for college barely speaking to his only friend, but he also didn’t want Bastian losing his shot at his athletic scholarship.

      “Hey,” Bastian said quietly, joining him at the sinks.

      “Hey. How’s it going?” Cal asked, surprised Bastian was initiating the conversation.

      Bastian grinned. “Awesome. I got my scholarship to Duke. Gonna play lacrosse there.”

      Cal turned off the sink, drying his hands. “That’s great, man,” Cal said, meaning it.

      Bastian leaned against the wall, hands stuffed in his pockets. “What about you? Heard back from anybody?”

      “Yeah, this morning. I got my full ride to Harvard,” Cal said, face flushing as he grinned.

      Bastian smiled back. “That’s awesome. I’m not surprised. You have the highest grades in the school.”

      “And the highest SATs,” Cal reminded him with a smirk.

      “Yeah, yeah, we get it. Such a big brain. We’re all intimidated.”

      Cal laughed, feeling for just a few moments like he used to, back when he was just one of the guys on the lacrosse team and they used to call him Einstein. But those days were long gone. Three years of great memories erased by months of hateful ones. “A few more weeks and we’ll be out of here for good. I can’t fucking wait.”

      “What about you and Daddy? Has that finally crashed and burned?” Bastian asked. “‘Cause Hillary says he hasn’t hit her up in a hot minute, and she’s a little pissed about it. You stole her best client.”

      Cal spun around, staring at the stalls. All were open but the one at the very end, but Cal didn’t see any feet. He relaxed, snagging his backpack from the floor. “No, we haven’t crashed and burned. We’re good. At least, I think we are. I mean, I’m living there, but I don’t know what’s going to happen after…”

      “After…” Bastian prompted.

      Cal shrugged. “After I leave for school.”

      Bastian stared at him. “You’re living with him? Wait, for real? Holy shit, bro. Did you like…fall for your john? That’s, like, Sex Worker 101. You suck at this. Good thing you got that full-ride. You literally have, like, no survival skills.”

      Cal shook his head. “It’s not like that. He loves me too.”

      “Love? You guys are throwing around the word love?” Bastian stage whispered. “He’s old enough to be your dad. Like, literally.”

      Cal shrugged. “I don’t care. He’s hot and sweet and amazing, and we just understand each other.”

      Bastian shook his head. “Yeah, that’s great now while he’s all sexy and George Clooney hot, but what about when you’re forty and he’s collecting retirement?”

      Cal thought about it, waiting for some kind of revulsion to set in, but he just smiled. “I don’t care. He’ll still be sexy to me. Even if he’s drooling on himself and I have to push him around in a wheelchair. I don’t care. I love him.”

      Bastian cringed in horror but then shrugged. “That’s fucking insane, man. But whatever. If you’re good, I’m happy for you, I guess.”

      Cal shook his head. “You just don’t understand.”

      Bastian gave a dramatic sigh. “Look, I’m not trying to ruin your vibe or whatever, but I just think maybe this has more to do with your dad going to jail than you actually being in love with an old guy you call Daddy. Like, everybody who’s been with him has talked about how intense he is and, like, how it kind of fucks with your head. I just don’t want him tricking you into thinking you have to be with him to survive. You got your scholarship. You’re free.”

      “Am I? My classes start in August. What should I do for the summer? I got kicked out of my last place, remember? I was homeless and living on the streets. I almost died. Or did you forget that?” Cal asked, anger and hurt bubbling up from deep within.

      Bastian’s head went back, shock evident. “I-I’m really sorry. I felt so fucking awful about that. My mom cried for days after she found out you were in the hospital. You know we didn’t want to do that. This school is fucking awful. I can’t wait until we’re both far from here.”

      Cal deflated, his bitterness dissolving as quickly as it appeared. “Yeah, I know. Sorry. You just really don’t get it. He promised to pay for me even if I never saw him again. He loves me, and I love him. It’s not a fling. He’s it for me.”

      Bastian shook his head, hands flailing. “You’re nineteen. That’s crazy.”

      Cal didn’t understand why it was so crazy. “People marry their high school boyfriends and live happily ever after.”

      “When he was in high school, you weren’t even a sperm in your dad’s balls yet.”

      They both stared at each other for a long minute before erupting in laughter.

      “Can you never talk about my dad's balls again, please?” Cal begged.

      Bastian shoved him. “I make no promises.”
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      Gideon couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt nervous about anything in the last several years, but he had no clue how to deal with coming face to face with people he hadn’t seen in over two decades, people he’d walked away from all on the say so of one man. People who’d had his back since middle school when he’d come out as gay in a town full of rednecks and blue collar guys who thrived in a toxically masculine culture.

      He’d stood in front of his closet trying to figure out how to dress like ‘he didn’t have a stick up his ass’ as Des had requested. Callum had laid on the bed in his jeans and hoodie, making suggestions from the bed. Gideon finally settled on jeans and a black v-neck t-shirt with an open gray cardigan and his brown boots. He’d skipped his contacts and worn his glasses and had even contemplated Ubering to the venue so he could leave the car at home. He didn’t want to seem like he was bragging about his status or wealth.

      “Doesn’t Des drive a Mercedes?” Cal asked from where he now sat perched on the bathroom sink, pushing his fingers through Gideon’s hair to shape it into some semblance of a style.

      “Yeah,” Gideon conceded, hating how awkward and out of his element he felt.

      Cal wrapped his legs around Gideon’s hips, pulling him closer. “You’re nervous over nothing. These guys are your friends, right?”

      “Were,” Gideon said. “They were my friends before I ditched them for a rich guy who told me they were no good for me and that they distracted me from my studies.”

      “They aren’t going to be thinking about that. They’ll just be happy to see you. Now, can we go? This is the first time we’ve ever gotten to go out in public together.”

      Gideon dropped a kiss on Cal’s forehead. “Okay, let’s go.”

      They snapped Alexa’s leash on her collar and took her with them as far as the front desk. She didn’t do well with being left alone at night, so Frederick, the night desk clerk, kept her with him at his desk. Gideon paid him for his trouble, but Frederick said he would have done it for free. He said it was too quiet at night.

      Once on the road, Cal laced his fingers through Gideon’s but remained quiet, playing on his phone one-handed, while Gideon quietly chastised himself for acting like a child instead of the forty-three-year-old adult that he was. It took forty-five minutes to get to Bru’s Room, but it seemed like Gideon blinked and they were pulling onto the stretch of gravel that was their parking lot.

      They stamped Cal’s hand at the door, indicating he wasn’t old enough to drink, and gave Gideon a long look when Cal took his hand without thought, head on a swivel as he took in the long bar that lined the wall and the numerous tables between the bar and the stage where Des stood at the mic, a guitar in his hand, belting out a Bon Jovi song.

      He grinned when he saw Gideon, pointing to a table at the front. It wasn’t empty. Two women a bit younger than Gideon sat at the large eight top table. Gideon dragged Cal through the crowded and overflowing tables towards the two women. Though they were strangers, they waved excitedly when they saw Gideon and Cal, gesturing to the empty seats. Gideon left an empty seat between him and the pretty blonde woman because there was a half-filled glass on the table.

      The woman leaned over, practically screaming as she said, “I’m Pam, JD’s wife, and that’s Christy, Dave’s girlfriend. You’re Leo, right?”

      He hadn’t been Leo in so long, but the guys didn’t know that. “Yeah, this is Callum.”

      She reached out her hand and squeezed Cal’s. “Nice to meet you, honey.”

      Cal smiled, waving. Before anybody could say anything else, a heavily pregnant girl with long dark hair and a deep tan waddled across the room to collapse back into the empty seat between Gideon and Pam. “I cannot wait to evict this kid,” she said, clearly short of breath. She glanced in their direction and gave a big smile. “Leo!”

      Leo blinked. “Melody? Holy shit.” Gideon gave the girl an awkward hug. “I haven’t seen you since you and JD got engaged…” He trailed off. “Wait.” He looked at Pam then back at Melody. “Did you and JD get a divorce?”

      “No, we just picked up another wife,” she said, like she was telling him she’d popped over to the corner store to pick up eggs or a gallon of milk.

      “Oh,” Gideon managed. “That’s… That’s great.”

      Cal barked out a laugh. “You okay over there?”

      Gideon pinched him under the table, but Pam and Melody were laughing. “Yeah, we get that reaction a lot. Especially now,” Pam said, rubbing Melody’s big belly. “But the three of us just work better together.”

      “Is this your first?” Gideon asked Melody.

      “Hah,” Melody said, “I wish. This little brat will be baby four for me, baby seven for us.” She pointed between her and Pam.

      “Are you guys trying to create your own soccer team?” Gideon asked.

      “JD wants us to be the next Partridge Family.” She laughed.

      Gideon looked up at JD who was currently slamming out a beat on the drums. His long brown hair was now close cropped on the sides and long at the top, flopping into his eyes with every emphatic gesture. He had a full beard that appeared red in the stage lights and two full sleeves of tattoos. How had Des failed to mention that JD had turned into a baby breeding machine with two wives?

      Dave’s girlfriend, Christy, was ignoring their reunion, her eyes on Dave, who was playing bass on the left side of the stage. He hadn’t cut his blond, curly mop of hair but had secured it into a ponytail. He was shirtless, showing off an eighteen pack and a belly full of random tattoos. Time had clearly treated him well. “Does he always play shirtless?” Gideon asked Melody.

      She rolled her eyes. “Only since he met Christy. They’re still in that googly-eyed stage where they both only have eyes for each other.” She looked at Cal. “You know, like your boy over there who is staring at you like you’re Mick Jagger.”

      Gideon glanced over at Cal and smiled. Cal flushed, like he wasn’t expecting Gideon to catch him looking at him. He captured his hand under the table and leaned back to watch the show. Des and the boys did covers of all kinds of songs from seventies classic rock to boy band songs of the two-thousands. The crowd loved them. It made Gideon weirdly nostalgic. Once upon a time, he’d been the band’s lead. They’d had big dreams of becoming famous, and every time they played the bars, they felt like grunge gods.

      “How’s everybody doing tonight?” Des asked the crowd before taking a long slug from the beer he had sitting on the wooden stool beside him. “Everybody having a good time?”

      The crowd erupted in excited screams and whistles. Cal laughed, clearly delighted by the crowd's enthusiasm. He seemed to really enjoy the music and just being out in public with Gideon.

      “We have a special guest tonight. My best friend in the world has decided to take a break from being an egghead to come back to his roots. Maybe, if you guys scream loud enough, he’ll come up here and sing for us. What do you think?”

      Gideon raised a hand as the spotlight hit him in the eyes. His heart slammed in his chest as the crowd lost their minds, screaming, whistling, clapping, and stomping. Cal included, looking so proud and excited that Gideon felt almost high from the adrenaline shooting through his veins. He hadn’t sang in years, not where anybody could hear him anyway, but Des had clearly set him up. If he refused now, the crowd would most definitely turn on him.

      Cal clapped when Gideon stood, giving Des the finger as he made his way towards the steps.

      “Please welcome to the stage, Leo Gideon.”

      Des tipped the microphone towards him. Gideon took it, leaning close. “I’m going to fucking murder you the minute you walk off this stage.”

      “Calm down. You know you’ve missed this shit. Besides, your boy is two seconds away from pissing himself with excitement. Do it for him,” Des said, clearly not taking Gideon’s threats seriously.

      Gideon let out a breath and snagged Des’s guitar, checking it was in tune as he took a seat on the stool and adjusted the mic. “I’m a little rusty, sorry,” he said with an embarrassed laugh.

      He did a few test chords on the guitar, risking a glance at Cal who gazed at him, eyes wide, hands clasped, looking for all the world like he was holding his breath. Here went nothing. He started playing the opening chords to Every Rose Has its Thorn.

      He closed his eyes as he sang, ignoring the overwhelming hush that fell over the bar. Only when he was finished did he finally open his eyes, finding Cal in the shadows of the crowd, his eyes filled with tears. Gideon’s heart seized in his chest at the stricken look on the boy’s face. He stood as the crowd erupted in cheers, handing Des his guitar back and giving him a one-armed hug.

      Once in his seat, he leaned into Cal’s space, his lips against his ear. “What’s the matter, little bird? What’s with the tears?”

      “That was so good. You’re so good.”

      “It’s not worth crying over,” he assured.

      “It just sucks that you could have been doing this with them for all these years and he didn’t let you. It’s just not fair.”

      Cal’s words were a knife through Gideon’s diaphragm. Cal was upset that Grant had stolen this opportunity from Gideon. This boy…his boy…was sad for him. With all Cal had lost, he was still thinking of Gideon.

      He hooked his arm around Cal’s neck, pulling him close and knocking their heads together. “Don’t think about that. Let’s just enjoy the rest of our night. It’s our first date, remember?”

      Cal nodded, smiling, wiping tears from his face. Gideon tried to take his own advice, but it was hard to concentrate on the stage when he wanted to take Cal home and strip him naked and show him just how much he meant to him in the only way Gideon knew how. He glanced at his watch. He’d give it another hour or so, and then Cal was his for the rest of the night.
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      “Ow,” Cal whimpered, his hands shooting out to keep Gideon from pressing in any farther.

      “Put your hands down,” Gideon growled.

      Cal lay on his belly, Gideon on top of him, slowly pushing his cock into the boy’s slick hole. Cal made another frightened noise, but it was all for show. They’d done this enough for Gideon to know that Cal got off on Gideon making him take it, by the illusion of forced submission. That was fine by Gideon. Cal’s frightened, innocent little whines went straight to Gideon’s already rock hard cock as he took the boy an inch at a time. Cal’s body fought him, but Gideon pressed on, blanketing his body over Cal, his arms bracketing the boy in place even as he kissed his cheek, his jaw, his ear. When he flexed his hips, sinking himself deeper into Cal’s tight channel, the boy gave another hollow whine.

      “Shh, baby. Relax and let Daddy take care of you,” Gideon crooned. “Fuck, you’re always so tight. Daddy’s good boy.”

      Cal’s hands tightened into fists as he lay helpless, completely at Gideon’s mercy. He craned his head up to look at Gideon, looking so vulnerable in the shadows, like he needed Gideon to protect him, care for him, reassure him. God, he was perfect. He was just the absolute perfect mix of innocent and dirty, madonna and whore. Gideon captured his mouth in a filthy kiss, catching the boy’s hair to yank his head back so he could feed two fingers into his mouth. He moaned, sucking Gideon’s fingers as he fucked them in and out of the boy’s hot, wet mouth.

      “That’s it. Suck on Daddy’s fingers like you suck my cock, dirty boy,” Gideon murmured against Cal’s ear, rocking his hips, forcing himself deeper. “So good for me. Daddy’s good little whore, aren’t you?”

      Cal nodded, sucking Gideon’s fingers harder as if to prove his claims. He pulled his fingers free, gripping Cal’s chin as he thrust into Cal hard enough to drive his whole body forward. “You like that? You like when Daddy uses this slutty little hole?”

      “Yes, Daddy,” Cal whispered, breathing ragged as Gideon fucked him without mercy. “I love it, Daddy.”

      Gideon sat back, dragging Cal with him so he was in Gideon’s lap, looking into the mirror. “Yeah, you do. You love Daddy’s big cock in that tight little hole, don’t you? Look at you, look how hard your cock is, how desperate and needy you are for it.”

      Cal opened his eyes, mouth slack, gaze hazy, already so gone. Gideon rocked his hips slowly, and Cal gave a confused whine. “Harder, please,” he begged.

      Gideon’s fingers dug into Cal’s hip. “You want it hard? You want me deeper?”

      Cal’s head fell back on Gideon’s shoulder, his hands gripping Gideon’s thighs, this time, trying to encourage him to get closer. “Please, Daddy. I need it. I want to come.”

      Gideon chuckled, holding Cal in place, keeping him from riding Gideon’s cock. “This isn’t about what you want, is it?”

      Cal whined, shaking his head as he stared at the two of them in the mirror. “No, Daddy.”

      Gideon flexed his hips, pushing himself deeper. “That’s right. This is about what I want, and I want to watch you fuck yourself on my cock. I want you to see what a dirty little whore you are for Daddy.”

      Cal made a helpless sound as Gideon trapped Cal’s arms behind him. He went up on his knees, sliding off Gideon’s cock until only the head remained trapped within Cal’s body, before dropping his weight back down hard enough to steal the breath from both of their lungs.

      Fuck. Everything the boy did was perfect. Gideon wasn’t going to last very long. “Yeah, baby. That’s a good boy. If you want Daddy’s cum, you’re gonna have to take it.”

      Cal made a noise of frustration, but then he started to move, finding a rhythm that had Gideon’s eyes crossing. His boy looked beautiful like this, head back, lips parted, sweat-slicked muscles straining as he rode Gideon hard. He closed his fist around Cal’s leaking cock, letting the boy fuck himself into it without challenging him.

      “Oh, Daddy. Can I come? Your hand feels so good,” Cal cried.

      “No, you may not,” Gideon growled against his ear.

      Cal sobbed, tears leaking from his eyes as he worked himself harder. “Please? I’m so close. I’m gonna come if you keep touching me.”

      “You better not. I don’t want to have to punish you for disobeying me,” Gideon warned, jerking the boy faster.

      “That’s not fair,” Cal moaned. “You’re cheating.”

      “You can come after I do. If you want to come as bad as you say, then I suggest you work harder.”

      Cal whined, no longer bouncing but grinding his hips against Gideon’s, forcing his cock deeper, before swiveling his hips. There was hardly any movement, but pleasure spiked along Gideon’s insides each time Cal moved against him. It was maddening.

      Gideon couldn’t take it anymore. He shoved Cal face down into the mattress, gripping his hips as he pistoned himself in and out of his tight channel. The boy gripped the sheets, nonsense falling from his lips as Gideon fucked him hard and fast, concerned only about getting off.

      “Oh, God. What are you doing to me?” Cal whined. “I’m going to come. I’m going to come, and you’re not even touching me.”

      Then the boy was coming, his body seizing around Gideon like a vice grip, allowing him to feel every spasm. Gideon gave a hoarse shout as his orgasm slammed into him, his hips stuttering as he continued to pump himself in and out of Cal’s body, filling him with his release.

      Gideon collapsed on top of Cal, both of them panting and sweaty.

      “Fuck,” Cal said.

      “Fuck, indeed,” Gideon said, panting hard. “Did you really come untouched?”

      “Am I in trouble?” Cal asked, voice contrite.

      Gideon laughed, pressing a kiss to the back of Cal’s sweaty neck. “For disobeying me? Oh, yeah.”

      Cal sighed dreamily. “Good.”

      “We’ll see if you’re still saying that tomorrow.”
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      Callum shoveled another bite of scrambled egg into his mouth as he scrolled through his Instagram, idly judging the people he used to call his friends as they bragged about their college admissions. Cal had received acceptance letters from seven out of ten schools, four from the ivy leagues and three from his safety schools. Six had offered him academic scholarships. He shared none of that on his own social media. Nobody would care except Bastian, and he already knew Cal had gotten what he’d wanted.

      He had yet to reply to any of the schools. Just eight weeks ago, he would have responded to Harvard the moment he received their acceptance letter, but that was before Gideon. Harvard wasn’t across the world. It wasn’t even across the country, but the idea of leaving Gideon, of only seeing him on holidays and summer breaks, left a hollow feeling in his belly. Cal wasn’t going to blow the biggest opportunity of his life for a man—he wasn’t stupid—but he just needed a minute to sit with it. He had time before Harvard needed an answer, but the clock was ticking.

      Cal fed Alexa the rest of his bacon, knowing Gideon was in the shower. Alexa wasn’t allowed table scraps or people food, but if they were caught, it was Cal who would receive the punishment, and that was fine by him. He loved his nightly punishments. It was a way to shut the world out, to disappear into himself, into a world where only Cal and Gideon existed, where he lived and died by Gideon’s hand. Often, Gideon spanked him with his bare hands. That was Cal’s favorite.

      The sharp bite of Gideon’s slap, the soothing way he’d rub the spot before his hand came down once more. The way Gideon would often slick his fingers when the punishment was over and fuck into Cal until he was crying and begging for release. Sometimes, Cal was allowed to come. Other times, Gideon would force his cock into Cal’s mouth until he was coated in Gideon’s cum. Cal liked that too, being forced to sleep with Gideon’s cum dried and flaking on his skin. It made him feel wanted. Owned. Safe.

      Cal bit back a smile as he grabbed Alexa’s leash and snapped it to the dog’s collar. He waved to the security guard at the back exit beside the parking garage. Darryl… Or maybe it was Derrick? He was new, and they’d had little interaction. It didn’t really matter, Cal supposed, but it was nice to feel like the loft was his home, like the staff knew he belonged there.

      He wandered the empty lot beside the building while Alexa did her business, hoping to make it back in time to maybe join Gideon in the shower. It was Sunday, and even though Cal was sore from the rough fuck he and Gideon had when they’d returned from the bar, he wanted Gideon’s touch… He craved it.

      Suddenly, there was a chime from his phone indicating he had a new email. Harvard. He hadn’t expected another email so soon, but Cal didn’t really know how it worked. He imagined he’d be receiving many emails over the next few months concerning his scholarships, major, room assignments, and so many other things Cal probably hadn’t even thought of, but he’d assumed they’d all come only after he’d sent his acceptance.

      He waited until he was back inside with Alexa curled up in her cozy dog bed before he logged into his account. He frowned at the title of the email. Change of Status.

      
        
        Dear Mr. Whyte,

        

        It has come to our attention that you have been investigated and found guilty in an honor code violation while attending Roosevelt Preparatory School for Boys. Per the school’s academic administrator, Evelyn Abernathy, the school’s private proctor, Douglas Shea, states that he received payment in exchange for taking your SAT exams for you in November of 2019 after you were given special arrangements following a personal leave of absence. In light of this egregious violation, the College Board has voided your scores and we can no longer consider them when reviewing your application. Given the severity of these charges and our inability to use your scores, we have no choice but to rescind your acceptance and scholarship offer. Our decision is final and no appeals process is available at this time.

        

        Thank you,

        

        Joyce Wiley

        Dean of Admissions

        

      

      Cal’s phone fell from his hands, his face flushing as he blinked back tears of rage. He looked towards the bedroom, part of him wanting to run to Gideon and the other part too humiliated to even want to have to speak the words out loud. How long before the other schools sent their rejections? How had they done this? Gideon couldn’t have known about it… Of course, he didn’t. But how had Abernathy gotten around him? Why?

      Why did they all hate him so fucking much?

      Hot tears tracked down his flushed cheeks. His whole body was on fire, his heart hammering in his chest hard enough to make him worry he might actually have a heart attack. He sniffled, swiping at his cheeks, as he paced the kitchen. He should have known. It was his fault, really. He should have known they were just setting him up, giving him the illusion that he could have something he’d worked so hard for before they ripped it all away from him. He wanted to punch something, smash something, blow something up. Anything to help alleviate the anguish that stole his breath and made his blood rush in his ears.

      He picked up a plate and hurled it across the room, shouting his fury. Alexa gave a startled yelp, cowering against the wall.

      Gideon came running from the shower, naked and sopping wet, his hair soapy. He scanned the room, seemingly looking around for whatever had caused Cal to scream. His gaze landed on the mess on the kitchen floor. “Callum?”

      “It’s over,” Cal said, falling back into a chair at the table and burying his head in his hands.

      Gideon crossed the room and dropped to his knees in front of Cal, seemingly unconcerned by his state of undress or the soap in his hair. “What’s going on here?” Cal shook his head, still not willing to look at him. “Callum, talk to me. What’s happened?”

      Humiliation stole his voice, but he managed to whisper, “Harvard rescinded my acceptance. They claim I cheated on my SATs.”

      “What?” Gideon asked.

      Cal just handed him the phone and pushed away from the table, going back to pacing to keep from crawling out of his skin. Gideon took a moment to read the email and then stood. He took Cal by the hand and led him into the bathroom, sitting him on the closed toilet seat. “Don’t move,” he ordered.

      Cal sat, staring at his hands, as Gideon quickly finished his shower and dried off, wrapping his towel around his body before leading Cal through the loft to the bed and forcing him to sit as he quickly pulled on athletic shorts and a blue hoodie. “Who is Douglas Shea?”

      “He’s the man who proctored my SAT exam.”

      “Alone?”

      “Yeah, I missed our school’s SAT exam because I was forced to stand by as a character witness for my father’s bail hearing.”

      “Surely, you could have taken the exam on a different date at a different school?”

      “They offered to let me take the exam one on one because I was having panic attacks. It was the guidance counselor’s idea.”

      “The guidance counselor they fired in December?” Gideon asked.

      Cal nodded. “It didn’t seem like a big deal. Tons of students in the school take all their tests one on one. Shea works at the school just for that.”

      “What do you mean tons of students do it?” Gideon pressed.

      Cal’s head pounded, his eyes burning from his tears. “Kids’ parents get them put on an independent learning plan so they can get one on one attention and extra time on tests. They also get tutors and all kinds of things, so they are virtually guaranteed to get accepted into the ivys.”

      Gideon shook his head. “Did your father have you on one of these plans?”

      “What? No!” Cal cried. “My dad didn’t give enough of a shit about me to even notice I was in school. In four years, he never once turned up to my lacrosse games, and I’ve been on the starting line since freshman year.”

      “It’s going to be alright. I’m going to take care of this.”

      Cal snorted. “There’s no appeals process. I’m fucked. It’s over. It’s only a matter of time before the rest of the schools rescind my acceptance offers. I’ll be lucky if I can even get into a community college after this. They’ve convicted me of an honor code violation. I’m done. They’ve won. I should have just left school when they tried to kick me out. At least I would have had a chance.”

      “Callum, stop,” Gideon commanded, gripping Cal’s wrists until the pain caused him to suck in a startled breath. “Listen to me. I’m going to fix this. I will not allow these bullies to ruin your life simply because they don’t like your father. I will blow up their world before I let them get away with this. Do you hear me?”

      Cal wanted to believe him but it seemed impossible to fix. Cal’s father had been ruining his life for as long as he could remember, so it seemed inevitable that he would somehow take this away from him too. He could feel himself shaking, but he couldn’t stop. It was all just too much. He was overwhelmed. He couldn’t shut it off. “I’m just…scared.”

      Gideon gripped Cal’s face in his hands. “Do you trust me?”

      Cal’s hands flailed in his lap. “I…”

      “Do. You. Trust. Me?” Gideon asked again.

      “Yes,” Cal whispered.

      “Then trust that I will handle this. Trust that I will always take care of you. Okay?”

      Cal nodded. “Okay.”

      “Stand up.”

      Cal stood without thought. Obeying Gideon’s orders came as naturally as breathing.

      “Remove your clothes.” The knot in Cal’s chest loosened. He stripped, letting his clothing fall to the floor. Gideon opened the box in the closet. “Turn around.”

      Cal turned to face the bed, shivering as cool leather encircled his throat. Gideon’s BABY BOY collar. He captured Cal’s arms behind his back, and steel closed tight around his wrists. Cal’s heart sped up, but this time, it was for an entirely different reason. Gideon had never restrained him before.

      When a blindfold fell over Cal’s eyes, Gideon barked, “Color?”

      “Green, Daddy,” Cal managed, breathless.

      “I’m going to cover your ears. You won’t be able to see or hear or move. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, Daddy.”

      “If you want to stop, what do you say?”

      “Red, Daddy.”

      “Good boy. Get on the bed, on your stomach.” Cal crawled awkwardly onto the bed before collapsing onto his belly. “Open your legs.”

      Cal did as he was told, his problems from just moments ago fading away as he was forced to concentrate on following Gideon’s commands. He put something between Cal’s legs, securing it at his ankles, ensuring he couldn’t close them. He was already getting hard. Gideon suddenly straddled his hips, still fully clothed. He leaned over Cal, pressing soft kisses to his hairline, his cheek, his eyebrow. “This is about letting go. Do you understand? This is about just trusting me and letting me give you what you need. Okay?”

      Cal took a deep breath and let it out, forcing himself to let go of everything but what was happening right then. “Yes, Daddy.”

      “Good boy,” Gideon crooned.

      Soft headphones covered Cal’s ears, and then he plummeted into a dark void. There was no light and no sound but Cal’s own harsh breathing. As Gideon’s weight disappeared from on top of him, he gasped, tempted to beg him to come back. It was disorienting, like he was floating in deep space. It was peaceful but also unfamiliar.

      Seconds ticked by, or maybe minutes. But just when panic might have set in, something soft stroked along Cal’s spine, causing goosebumps to erupt along his flesh. Cal couldn’t imagine what it was. A feather? A silk cord? Gideon stroked it along his ass, between his thighs, over his balls, and then it was gone and there was nothing. Cal could only sit and wait, not sure what came next.

      He cried out as Gideon’s teeth sank into his ass cheek, not so much because it hurt but because he wasn’t expecting it. Gideon’s soft tongue soothed over the bite before moving on to another spot. It was like Gideon was everywhere and nowhere. One minute, he was kissing the back of Cal’s neck, the next, he was biting at his hip, scraping his blunt nails down Cal’s back, skating his tongue along Cal’s balls, before the sharp sting of leather kissed his thighs, making him cry out.

      It made Cal crazy but also had him humping himself against the comforter, seeking relief for his throbbing cock, trapped between his stomach and the mattress. Gideon yanked Cal’s hips upward, keeping him from doing anything to relieve the ache, ignoring Cal’s frustrated whines.

      Gideon seemed to enjoy confusing Cal’s senses, kissing along the backs of his knees only to drag blunt nails over Cal’s calves before biting his instep, before disappearing altogether, making Cal feel like he was being tormented by some phantom spirit. Cal waited, every cell in his body on alert, unable to think of anything but what might come next.

      Cal cried out as three hard smacks fell across his bottom, but then Gideon was palming the wounded globes of his ass, spreading him wide. Cal moaned long and low as Gideon’s soft tongue suddenly probed at his hole, licking and sucking, nibbling the flesh, only to disappear before Cal could arch into the contact.

      “Please,” Cal whined. “Please, Daddy?”

      The mattress shifted beside Cal’s head, and then suddenly, the blunt tip of Gideon’s cock was rubbing against Cal’s lips. The position was awkward with his lower half pressed into the mattress, but when Gideon fisted Cal’s hair and fed him his cock, he opened up for him, sucking greedily as Gideon fucked into his mouth with short, shallow thrusts.

      Was Cal doing a good job? Was Gideon happy? Cal wasn’t used to not hearing Gideon’s voice, not hearing his continuous praise. Without Gideon’s voice, it could be anybody using him. A momentary panic settled over him but then dissipated, like waves rushing away from the shore. He knew Gideon’s scent, his taste, the heavy weight of his cock in his mouth, the way he tugged just hard enough when he gripped Cal’s hair.

      Once more, Gideon disappeared, leaving Cal reeling. He whimpered as cold gel dribbled between his ass cheeks. A thick finger massaged Cal’s hole, teasing but not pressing in. He pushed his hips back, but the finger disappeared. Cal made a noise of frustration, but then Gideon gripped Cal’s cock in his slick fist, jerking him as his tongue found his balls. “Oh, fuck. Oh, God. Daddy…”

      Cal’s eyes rolled behind the mask, lost in a perfect dark nothingness where only pleasure lived. It was so easy to just feel with Gideon, to let him take control of his mind and body. He thrust himself into Gideon’s tightened fist mindlessly. If it wasn’t allowed, Gideon would have told him so…except, Cal couldn’t hear him. But he would have found a way to let him know, so it must be okay, right? He whimpered, pumping harder, voice catching on a wail as Gideon’s two fingers pushed inside him, probing him until they found his prostate, pressing hard enough to make Cal’s legs spasm and his toes curl. He couldn’t fight his body’s desperate need to come.

      “I’m sorry. I’m sorry,” he cried over and over as he came, spilling onto the comforter below before collapsing onto the mattress. Suddenly, the headphones disappeared.

      “Shh,” Gideon murmured. “You did so good. Feel better?”

      Relief flooded Cal’s system. He did good. “Yes, Daddy.”

      The restraints and blindfold disappeared, left in a heap on the side of the bed.

      “Roll over. It’s Daddy’s turn,” Gideon growled.

      Cal shivered, rolling onto his back. Gideon peeled his hoodie over his head and flung it across the room. Cal couldn’t help but reach out to touch the carved muscles of Gideon’s abdomen, his fingers tracing the vee of his hips. Gideon didn’t remove his shorts, just pushed them down and out of the way as he straddled Cal’s chest, trapping his arms at his side. “Open up for me, dirty boy.”

      Cal let his mouth fall open, and once more, Gideon fed him his cock, but there were no shallow thrusts this time. He had one hand on the mirror and the other knotted in Cal’s hair as he fucked deep into his throat, cutting off his air supply until he was lightheaded, his thoughts scattering like leaves as he gripped Gideon’s thighs, legs twisting as he fought against his brain’s lack of oxygen, forced to trust that Gideon really did know just how much Cal could take.

      Gideon took his time, playing with Cal, slapping his cock against his face one minute, fucking into his throat the next. He used him until his jaw ached and his eyes swam with tears, but Cal loved it —the pain and the warmth that spread through him each time he thought of how much Gideon wanted him. He didn’t have to think of anything. He only needed to obey, and he was so good at that. Gideon said so.

      “That’s it, baby. Just relax. You look so pretty with my cock in your mouth. You were made to submit to me. Just me. My perfect boy.”

      Cal whimpered, staring up at Gideon, helpless. If he could have gotten hard again, he would have. Gideon pulled free of Cal’s mouth, jerking himself hard as he locked eyes on Cal, making him shiver. Cal closed his eyes as Gideon’s muscles tensed, his whole body seizing as he came, painting his cum across Cal’s face and lips and tongue before dipping it back into his mouth to let Cal suck him dry.

      After a few minutes, Gideon collapsed beside him before rolling over and cupping Cal’s face. “You did so well. Are you okay?”

      The tenderness in Gideon’s words caused a lump to form in his throat, and he could only nod. After Gideon cleaned them both up, he leaned over Cal. “Look at me.” Cal’s lids felt heavy, but he did as Gideon asked. “I’m going to fix this. I’ll never let anybody take something from you. Ever. Do you believe me?”

      Tears filled Cal’s eyes once more as he nodded. “Yes. I believe you,” he lied.

      “Good.”

      Cal wanted to believe Gideon could fix this, but his power and reach only extended so far, and the people at Roosevelt seemed like they’d stop at nothing to make sure Cal paid for his father’s sins. Still, he loved Gideon, and he loved that Gideon loved him enough to make these kinds of promises. Cal had to just let go of the idea that he could go to Harvard like his mother or even have a college education. Gideon would never let him fall, would never leave him homeless or stranded.

      Maybe Cal could just be Gideon’s boy… Maybe that was enough.

      It might have to be enough.
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      “Are you all satisfied?” Gideon asked, looking across the conference room table at the members of the board. “Have you all satisfied your bloodlust by ruining the life of a nineteen-year-old boy? Or will you not be content until he’s sitting in a prison cell?”

      Rosalind, for her part, looked confused. “I just returned from Greece, Leo, so I’m afraid I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “By the smug look on Roger’s face, I’m sure he’d be happy to fill you in,” Gideon said, doing his best to control his fury. “No? Alright. While you were away, these fools accused Callum Whyte of cheating on his SATs and then alerted the College Board of his supposed honor code violation without first informing me or even providing a single bit of evidence to substantiate these allegations.”

      Rosalind’s perfectly manicured brows rose, and she looked at him for a long moment before giving the others around the table a disgusted look. Gideon agreed. It was disgusting the way these people treated Cal. It wasn’t fair. It wasn’t right, and Gideon was going to fix it, even if it meant burning the school to the ground. The antics of these people had gone on for far too long. They thought their money made them bulletproof, immune to the rules the rest of them were forced to live by, but Gideon would ensure that wasn’t the case, not when it came to Callum.

      Jerome leaned back in his seat, his expression confused. “What has your knickers in such a twist, Leo?” the man asked, waving a hand dismissively, as if the matter was trivial. “Seriously, what do you care about this boy or his plight? You have less than a week, and then you no longer have to concern yourself with the likes of our little school. Nobody would fault you for simply bowing out now. You’ve done more than your fair share.”

      Gideon shook his head, pacing around the table like a panther circling its prey. “I’m not bowing out of anything. I don’t give a single fuck about this school, but watching a bunch of geriatrics tear apart the future of a young man who did nothing to harm any of you turns my stomach.” Gideon knew he was ranting, but he just couldn’t bring himself to care. They’d had the audacity to come after somebody he loved, somebody who belonged to him, body and soul, and he wanted them all to pay.

      “Gideon, please—” Jerome started, but Gideon cut him off.

      “You’re vultures, picking apart an already rotting carcass. Do you think this boy’s life has been easy since his father went to prison? His father’s actions left the boy orphaned and homeless. He almost died out on the streets, and yet, despite all you’ve attempted to do to this young man, he’s managed to maintain the highest grade point in the school, has tested in the ninety-ninth percentile on his SAT scores, and received more academic scholarship offers than anybody else in the last ten years of the school.”

      “You, yourself, have had the boy in detention almost daily. You have to admit that doesn’t look good, Leo,” Roger said with a smirk.

      “I’ve kept him in detention because he’d been attacked on numerous occasions. Recent events aside, you all have to admit, before his father ruined his life, he was popular, well-liked, good at sports, and friends with your grandchildren. Each of you has likely welcomed this boy into your house at least once. He was the poster boy for Roosevelt Prep, yet you’ve now set about ruining the one shot he had at piecing together some semblance of a life for himself going forward.”

      “You make a passionate plea,” Roger said, tone bored. “But the fact remains, we didn’t need to discuss this with you. You are the interim headmaster. We spoke with both Evelyn Abernathy and the proctor, who confessed to being coerced into taking the boy’s test for him. I don’t understand what exactly you think we should have done, and, quite frankly, I don’t understand your interest in this boy.”

      Gideon needed to calm down. He wasn’t behaving rationally. He was acting like a jealous lover and not an impartial advocate. “My interest is that, once upon a time, I was this boy. I know exactly how quickly you all turn on a person once you realize they are no longer one of yours. I’ve gotten to know Callum over the last few weeks, and he isn’t a cheater. He’d have no reason to cheat on his SATs when his records show that he’s been out-performing other students since sixth grade.”

      “You said it yourself,” Rosalind reminded him. “The boy’s world has fallen apart since his father went to prison. Perhaps he didn’t want to take a chance of tanking his test when he had other things on his mind? It wouldn’t be the first time a teenager tried to take a shortcut.”

      “Callum isn’t a shortcut kind of kid, but that does lead me to wonder about how Douglas Shea, a grown man, was so easily coerced into taking the boy’s SATs for money? While we’re on the subject, why exactly does a school with one of the most difficult entrance exams in the state need to have a proctor on the payroll? I was doing a bit of research, and we seem to have a staggeringly high number of children on independent learning plans given that this is an International Baccalaureate school. Care to explain that to me?”

      Gideon hadn’t had time to research anything, but he trusted that Cal hadn’t been lying to him when he said that several students were on independent learning plans. Gideon had every intention of looking for himself as soon as he left the boardroom.

      Jerome scoffed. “Leo, we don’t get involved in the day-to-day activities. You know that. But this was important enough that Evelyn felt we needed to make the final decision. We have a man who was willing to implicate himself by coming forward. What else could we do except tell the College Board? Aren’t we obligated to do the right thing?”

      “In that case, I’m assuming that you’ve relieved Mr. Shea of his duties? If you were willing to destroy Mr. Whyte’s already precarious future, presumably Mr. Shea received a similar fate?”

      Jerome cleared his throat, shifting in his seat. “Evelyn assured us that Mr. Shea was written up per policy and that he will be closely monitored going forward. She didn’t believe it necessary to fire the man over one slip-up.”

      Gideon’s blood boiled. “Oh, yes. We wouldn’t want to ruin his prospects, even if you lot have no problem throwing Mr. Whyte into the fire for one perceived slight. An unsubstantiated slight, I might add, regardless of what you’ve been told by Abernathy.”

      Rosalind’s hand went to her chest. If she’d worn pearls, she’d have been clutching them. “Leo, what’s done is done. Move on. You can’t save every orphan and ne’er-do-well. You’ve clearly gotten too close to the situation. You’ll realize we did the right thing when you’re back on the board and out of that office. This will all go back to being somebody else’s problem. Grant wouldn’t have wanted you getting yourself involved in the day-to-day affairs of the school. You have too much history there. You lack the impartiality needed for the job.”

      “With all due respect, Rosalind, I don’t give a fuck what Grant would have wanted. Grant’s gone, and he left me to make my own decisions, including who I give his money to. If we can’t come to some kind of agreeable resolution to this situation, I have no problem pulling his donation. If this is the kind of behavior you’re comfortable with, I no longer wish to be associated with this school. See how well you survive without that ten million a year.”

      Roger lurched forward, pointing one crooked finger in Gideon’s direction. “Listen here, you little shit, we’ve tolerated your impertinence for far too long. I have no idea what Grant saw in you, but I suspect it lies beneath your belt buckle. Don’t think you can walk in here and threaten us with money. You think we can’t replace your funds? You aren’t the only one with money. Hell, getting rid of Whyte’s brat will probably net us millions in alumni donations. Take your money and your bleeding heart and go. I am done being lectured by the likes of you.”

      Roger stood on wobbly legs, barking an order at his nurse who sat quietly reading a book in the corner. She stood, leading him to the walker he’d left beside the door. The others soon followed, throwing looks back over their shoulders, until only Gideon and Rosalind were left. She placed a hand on Gideon’s arm, gripping him with surprising force given her age. “I know you think you’re doing the right thing. I do. But you don’t want to make enemies of the people in this room. You have more to lose than you think.”

      There was no missing the threat in her words. Gideon stared her down, his voice icy. “Excuse me?”

      She released him, petting her hand over the sleeve of his blazer in an almost motherly gesture. “Don’t misunderstand me, Leo. I’m trying to help you. Grant was my dearest friend. We had no secrets between us. You’re more alike than I imagined. Part of me is glad he didn’t live long enough for you to break his heart, but another part, a vengeful, wicked part who always wanted something more with him wishes just the opposite. I always told him you weren’t worthy of him, but maybe it was him who wasn’t worthy. He clearly didn’t see the real you.”

      Gideon had no idea what the woman was talking about, but the hairs on the back of his neck stood at attention anyway. This cryptic conversation was some kind of warning, but he didn’t have time for her riddles or innuendo. These people had too much time on their hands. They lived for the drama and scandal. Gideon didn’t have that kind of time. “Speak plainly, Rosalind.”

      She laughed delicately. “That’s not really my nature. I will say this. Your boy should have never set his sights on Harvard. Had he aimed just a smidge lower, he probably would have walked away from this with only minimal damage. You know how protective Roger is of his grandson.”

      Roger’s grandson? Matteo… That little shit who’d spit on Callum. Of course. But what did it matter if Callum got into Harvard? It wasn’t as if they only accepted one person a year…

      Before he could fall any further down the rabbit hole, Rosalind’s words penetrated past Gideon’s concerns for Cal. “Your boy.” She’d called Callum his boy. He did his best to control his facial expression, even as his pulse stuttered. Did she know something, or was she fishing?

      “I don’t know what you’re implying about my student—” he began only to be cut off.

      Her smile was as dazzling as it was cruel. “Oh, now, let’s not play games, dear. You’ll lose. Let this go, and maybe I’ll see what I can do about fixing this mess. I know a few people at Yale and Dartmouth. I don’t know if I can get his scholarships back, but we both know he doesn’t really need the help financially anymore, right?”

      Gideon clenched his teeth until his jaw muscle ticked. “Careful, Rosalind.”

      She scoffed. “No, Leo. You be careful. You think you’re removing the target from your boy’s back, but all you’re doing is widening the scope. Don’t put yourself on our radar, or you might find we have enough ammunition to take you both out.”

      Gideon’s nostrils flared. “I’d watch what you say about me. Unlike Callum, I’ve got the funds to spend several lifetimes suing each and every one of you for slander.”

      Her expression was full of mock pity. “We both know you won’t do that. Do you really want to ruin this boy’s life anymore than you already have by getting him caught up in a much filthier type of scandal than paying for grades?”

      Gideon didn’t say anything else. He didn’t want to be arrested for strangling an old lady. He turned on his heel and left, making his way to his office before slamming the door and locking it. He went to his desk and pulled open the bottom drawer where his predecessor kept his booze stash. He opened the lid and took a swig, letting the whiskey burn its way down his esophagus to his stomach.

      This whole thing had to do with Cal getting into Harvard? It seemed so stupid. It couldn’t be about the scholarship. Matteo’s family had been inheriting money for so long, the last person who’d worked in their family had probably died a century before Roger was born and he was Methuselah old. But Rosalind hadn’t said paying for tests. She said paying for grades. Were the teachers on the take here as well? What the hell was really going on at this school?

      He pulled up Matteo’s records, studying his file. He had lower grades than Cal—though not by much—but he had an independent learning plan filed, giving him extra time on tests as well as one on one consideration for tests. His SAT scores were also lower than Cal’s by forty points. Gideon texted Cal that he’d be home late and to order dinner for himself, then pulled up a blank spreadsheet and started entering the data into the columns.

      Once finished with Matteo’s file, he started pulling the records from the other forty-nine kids in the senior class. When Gideon finished with the seniors, he moved onto the junior class, a clear pattern forming in the numbers. By the time he flipped his office light off, it was dark outside, but he had sufficient evidence to cause the board to change its mind. He just needed Shea to recant his bullshit confession, and they could all move on with their lives once and for all.
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      As soon as Gideon texted Callum that he was on his way home, Cal shot into motion. It was a twenty-five minute drive from the school, especially at this time of night. He went to the box in the closet, flinging it open before he stopped short, blinking at the box of toys. There were so many. Dildos, vibrators, plugs, restraints, paddles, something that looked suspiciously like a sex swing…a whip. Cal’s cock stood at attention at the sight of the curled braided leather.

      Holy shit.

      Would he ever be brave enough to let Gideon use that on him? He shook the thought away, looking for his baby boy collar. But then his eyes caught on something else. With his fingers trembling, he pulled a collar free, but not the one he’d been looking for. This one was a thick leather collar with a long chain attached to a steel loop.

      Cal removed the chained collar and a few other items, tossing them on the bed, before stripping and putting on the collar. He dropped to his knees in front of the bed, placing his hands behind his back, then lowered his head and waited. He hoped this is what Gideon wanted, what he liked. He needed him to like it. Gideon was all he had.

      As soon as he heard Gideon’s key in the lock, his heart rate shot up and his hands started to shake like his blood sugar was low. Except, he’d checked just moments before, and his sugars were in an acceptable range. It was just nerves…or excitement. Would he always be this excited to see Gideon? Would he be mad Cal dipped into the toy chest without permission? Fuck. Maybe he’d already made a mistake.

      Gideon’s footsteps paused just inside the doorway, his keys stuttering across the entrance table. Cal could feel the heavy weight of Gideon’s stare, could see him kick his shoes off at the door and hear him hang up his jacket. If Gideon didn’t do something soon, Cal might actually have a heart attack and die.

      Gideon disappeared into the bathroom and then went to the kitchen, opening the fridge and removing something. What was he doing? Had Cal gotten it all wrong? Was Gideon simply carb loading before he punished him for his disobedience, or was he drinking water to properly scold him? Finally, Gideon crossed the floor to where Cal knelt. He crouched before him, making a vague noise as he wrapped Cal’s chain around his fist.

      “What’s this, little bird? You’ve been playing in the toy box, I see.”

      The low timbre of Gideon’s voice sent goosebumps along Cal’s whole body. He gave Gideon a wide-eyed look. “I just wanted to have things ready for when you got home.”

      Gideon looked at the paddle, the lube, and the blue silicone plug on the bed before glancing down at Cal. “How could I refuse such a tempting offer?” he asked, slanting his lips over Cal’s, his tongue probing his mouth until Cal moaned. “I don’t know if I want to use this paddle, though. It’s more than you’re used to.”

      Gideon slapped the wooden paddle against his hand, and Cal’s cock twitched at the sound of wood meeting skin. It was heavier than anything Gideon had used on him in the past. That’s why Cal wanted it. Gideon usually used his hand, but he’d spanked him once with a belt and another time with a flogger. The paddle had heft. It would leave a mark, and Cal needed Gideon’s mark.

      Gideon hauled him to his feet with just the chain, biting at his lips and jaw, his cheek, before spinning Cal away from him to face the mirror.

      “Bend over.”

      Cal leaned forward, hands on the mattress. Gideon rubbed his clothed cock against Cal’s bare ass, then placed a hand on his shoulder blades, forcing his chest to the mattress.

      “Open your legs,” Gideon murmured, rubbing his palm over Cal’s ass and thighs.

      Cal did as he was told, feeling dirty in the best possible way. He wished he could see it, could watch the way Gideon played with him. Maybe someday.

      “That’s it. So pretty. Such a good little whore for Daddy.” He teased a finger over Cal’s hole. He canted his hips back, hoping for more contact, but Gideon removed his hand. “Color?”

      “Green, Daddy. So green,” Cal swore.

      “Red and we stop. Don’t be a martyr or you’ll make me mad. Got it?” Gideon asked.

      “Yes, Daddy,” Cal promised.

      The first blow from the paddle left a trail of fire in its wake, stealing the breath from Cal’s lungs. Gideon’s hand rubbed over Cal’s abused flesh. “Your skin always turns the prettiest shade of pink,” Gideon observed casually before swinging the paddle again.

      Cal cried out, his hands clenching into fists as pain seared his skin and the endorphins hardened his nipples, his cock throbbing. Gideon’s fingers trailed over Cal’s thighs. “Does it hurt, baby?”

      Cal nodded against the mattress. “Yes, Daddy,” he whimpered.

      Gideon blanketed himself across Cal’s back, gripping his hair and craning his head back to look at him. “You like hurting for Daddy. Don’t you?”

      “Yes, Daddy. I love it.”

      “I love to hear you cry. You’re so pretty when you cry. So good at hurting for me,” Gideon praised, kissing his way down Cal’s spine before disappearing.

      The next blow caught him off guard, bringing him up onto his tiptoes, tears springing to his eyes. “Ow,” he whined.

      Gideon grunted, once more rubbing his clothed cock against Cal’s ass. Gideon was rock hard behind his zipper. Cal did that. He’d made Gideon hard. He loved it, loved that Cal was so willing to hurt for him, to beg for it. Gideon stepped back, and two more blows landed across Cal’s ass and thighs, his body flinching away from the final blow. He couldn’t help it. It was instinct. His body overriding his hormones. Tears rolled down his cheeks, but he could already feel his thoughts growing hazy, his brain taking him to that euphoric place where everything was electric.

      Cal moaned at the perfect pleasure/pain sensation as Gideon’s lips grazed the raised welts on his ass and thighs. He then pulled him apart and dipped his tongue to taste him. It was perfect, so perfect, Gideon’s soft tongue teasing at his entrance, his strong hands gripping Cal’s wounded ass until it was almost as painful as the paddle itself.

      Cal let go, just let himself get lost in the sensation, rocking himself back on Gideon’s tongue, his hands fisting the comforter beneath him. “Daddy…”

      Gideon ignored his whisper, fucking his tongue against Cal’s hole as he stretched him impossibly wide. Cal’s eyes rolled as three slick fingers replaced Gideon’s mouth, thrusting inside. He cried out at the unexpected invasion, toes curling and fingers spasming against the pillow. “Fuck. Ow. Ow.”

      “Color?” Gideon growled.

      “Green,” Cal cried. It would always be green. He loved the burning feeling, the feeling of fullness, the way Gideon knew just how much Cal could take. He wanted to hurt for Gideon. He would bleed for him if he wanted. He fucked himself on Gideon’s fingers to prove it wasn’t too much, to prove he was Gideon’s good boy.

      Gideon’s knuckles brushed Cal’s prostate, and he moaned like a whore. He wanted to come so bad, he needed it, but Gideon wasn’t anywhere near Cal’s hard and leaking cock. “Daddy,” Cal whined. “I need…”

      Gideon chuckled. “You need what, dirty boy?”

      “I need to come. Please. Fuck me. Breed me. Fill me up and then let me come.”

      “Are you giving me orders, naughty boy?” Gideon asked, his fingers slipping free.

      “No!” Cal swore. “No, Daddy. I’m asking. Begging. Please, fuck me. Please.”

      Cal shivered as he heard the zipper to Gideon’s pants give way. Just the zipper. He was going to fuck Cal fully clothed. Cal wanted to see what they looked like in the mirror. He loved watching Gideon fuck him, but all he could do was lie there as he listened to the sound of the lube bottle opening and the squelching sound of Gideon slicking up his cock before wiping his hand across Cal’s hole.

      Cal bit his bottom lip hard enough to leave teeth marks as Gideon buried himself in one thrust, hands gripping Cal’s hips with enough force to leave bruises. He didn’t give Cal time to adjust to his invasion, pulling almost all the way out before driving into him so hard he nearly knocked Cal off balance. Gideon gripped the chain Cal had attached to the collar, pulling him up onto his hands. He’d almost forgotten he wore it, but now, Gideon used it to hold Cal in place so he could take every inch of Gideon’s brutal fucking.

      “You look so good like this,” Gideon growled. “You were meant to be on your hands and knees for me, my cock buried in your tight little ass, filling you up with my cum. You love when Daddy fills you up, don’t you, baby?”

      “Yes, Daddy,” Cal managed, even as the collar threatened to steal his breath. “I love it. I love you. Fuck. Fuck.”

      “Yeah, Daddy’s perfect boy. Just begging for it, begging me to breed your slutty hole like a good little cumslut.”

      Cal might come just from Gideon’s words alone. He loved every dirty fucking word that fell from his lips. “Yes, Daddy. Please. I want it. I need it so bad. Breed me. Fill me up. Oh, God.”

      Cal sank his teeth into his arm as Gideon drove his cock impossibly deep, pounding him until Cal wasn’t sure he could even stay on his knees. Then Gideon was on top of him, driving his hips into the mattress, his mouth against Cal’s ear. “Don’t worry, baby. Daddy’s going to give you what you need,” he growled, biting down on the back of Cal’s neck just below the collar, like a wolf breeding his bitch. Then his thrusts fell out of rhythm, and he made an almost feral sound as he came, filling Cal up.

      Cal’s heart slammed as he lay beneath the heavy weight of Gideon’s frame. Even though he was still hard and leaking, feeling Gideon on top of him was like having a living, breathing weighted blanket. He smiled, sighing wistfully. Would he be able to see the proof of Gideon’s rough treatment in the mirror later? Would there be welts or bruises? Teeth marks on the back of his neck? He sucked in a breath as Gideon pulled free of him, but then the plug was there, pushing slowly forward, spreading him impossibly wide until it slipped home.

      Cal didn’t protest when Gideon removed the collar and set it beside the bed. He rolled over to find Gideon looking down at him with a soft expression. “Hi,” he said with a gentle smile.

      Cal blushed, burying his face against Gideon’s chest. “Hi, Daddy.”

      “Well, that was unexpected,” Gideon said with a laugh.

      Cal peeked up at him. “I wanted to do something nice for you.”

      Gideon kissed Cal’s forehead, his eyelids, his cheeks, before dropping a kiss on his lips. “That was very nice indeed.” Before Cal could say anything, Gideon rolled off the bed, removing his clothes and dropping them in the hamper before throwing on a pair of soft navy pajama pants and padding barefoot into the kitchen. “Where’s Alexa?”

      “I asked Richard to hang out with her for a few hours,” Cal said, biting off a moan as the plug shifted within him.

      “Good idea,” Gideon said, pulling his dinner from the fridge and popping it into the microwave.

      Cal frowned. Had Gideon really forgotten about him? He watched as Gideon grabbed his chopsticks and wandered back to the bed, making idle conversation as he ate his vegetable pad Thai like they hadn’t just boned like porn stars, occasionally offering Cal a bit. He tried not to sulk, but he was feeling real sulky. What the hell?

      By the time Gideon finished eating and returned to bed, a storm was brewing inside Cal. Maybe he’d done something wrong. Maybe Cal had this whole situation all wrong. He replayed the whole thing in his mind. Gideon had seemed on board the whole time. It was just as amazing as every other time, except, it seemed like Gideon had forgotten about Cal’s needs. Gideon had never done that before. Could this be about losing his scholarship? Was Gideon disappointed in Cal? Disgusted? Losing interest? Could this be over already?

      “Do you really love me?” Cal blurted, hating how desperate he sounded.

      Gideon frowned, looking up from where he now scrolled on his tablet. He set the device down and cupped Cal’s cheek as he looked down at him. “Yes, I really love you, silly boy.”

      Cal shifted his gaze to the ceiling. “Even if all I ever am is your boy?”

      Silence stretched, and Cal could feel his whole body flush with embarrassment.

      “Look at me,” Gideon commanded.

      Cal reluctantly dragged his gaze to Gideon’s.

      “You will never be just my boy. You will never be just anything. You are one of the smartest people I know. You are a whole person just as you are, with or without me. You will go to school and get an education, and you will be a star no matter who or what you decide to become. But, no matter what, you’ll be my boy for as long as you wish.”

      “Forever?” Cal asked.

      Gideon smiled, stroking his cheek with his thumb. “If forever is what you want.”

      Cal bit his lip before asking, “Do you think you could love me forever?”

      “Sometimes, it seems as if I have and just didn’t know it,” Gideon said as if confiding a secret.

      Cal’s heart swelled in his chest until it was painful. “You’re weirdly romantic for a guy who called me a cumslut thirty minutes ago,” Cal joked, trying to lighten the mood.

      Gideon’s look turned from sweet to hungry in a moment. “The fact that you crave my cum is one of the many reasons I love you,” Gideon rumbled. “I love it when you beg me to fuck you, to fill you up.”

      Cal’s flagging erection rebounded fast enough to make him dizzy. He whimpered. “Daddy…”

      “What’s wrong, sweet boy?” he asked, clearly knowing exactly what was wrong as his hand dipped below the covers to circle Cal’s cock, jerking him loosely.

      “I need to come,” Cal pleaded.

      Gideon gave him a maddening grin. “Oh, but you’re not allowed, remember? You came without my permission the other day. That means you don’t get to come again until I say.”

      “You let me come yesterday,” Cal reminded, his hips desperately pumping into Gideon’s fist, the plug inside him only adding to his frustration as it was just enough to make him hard but not enough to get him off.

      “Yesterday was an exception. You were upset.”

      “I’m upset now,” Cal whined. “Please. Please, Daddy. I’ve been good,” Cal said. “Wasn’t I good for you tonight?”

      Gideon stroked him faster, and Cal gave another throaty moan. “You were so good for me, baby. So good. But Daddy makes the rules. If I make an exception now, you won’t have any incentive to follow my rules later.”

      Gideon’s hand disappeared.

      “I will, though. I promise. I swear, Daddy. Please,” Cal begged, his hips humping the air before pressing himself back into the mattress. If he moved just right, the plug pressed against his prostate, sending sparks along his insides. Could he come just from that alone?

      “I said no,” Gideon said sternly.

      Cal sucked his teeth, glowering at Gideon, knowing he was pouting but unable to stop himself. Cal thought about just going into the bathroom and getting himself off. Would Gideon even know? Probably. It was like he could smell it on Cal. “You’re mean.”

      Gideon pressed on the plug, driving it deeper, putting it just where Cal needed it. “You haven’t even begun to see mean,” Gideon said. “If you are a good boy and go to sleep right now, I might let you come before school tomorrow. But if you keep giving me lip, I’ll make sure you don’t come again for a month. Understand?”

      Cal gawked at him. “I—” Gideon arched a brow. Cal sighed. “Yes, Daddy.”

      “Good boy,” Gideon said with a chuckle. “Now, tell me you love me.”

      Cal’s agitation melted away as he gazed at Gideon. “I love you, Daddy.”

      Gideon pressed a kiss to his lips. “I love you too, little bird.”
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      Gideon woke to find the sun in his eyes and his bed empty. His bed was never empty. If he was lucky, he woke to Cal snuggled against him, but most mornings, he woke to find Cal snuggled against Alexa and Alexa snoring in Gideon’s face, her sharp doggie claws poking at his ribs. But today, he woke to nothing. No Callum. No Alexa. They were gone.

      Gideon fumbled for his glasses as he lurched from the bed, the sun temporarily blinding him. “Callum? Alexa?”

      Nothing. Only silence—a piercing silence that made his ears ring to the point of madness. Maybe Cal had left for school early and left Alexa with the front desk? But why? How? There’s no way Gideon wouldn’t have heard him. He went to the closet and yanked the doors open hard enough to rattle the hinges, stumbling back when he saw Cal’s belongings in his side of the closet were gone, replaced by Gideon’s things.

      Gideon raced through the loft looking for any trace of Callum. His meds were gone, his testing kit, his backpack. Those stupid goldfish crackers he insisted on having and the dragon fruit he loved that cost Cal a fortune. All gone. Alexa’s things were gone, too. Her outlandishly expensive dog food, her dog bed, the stupid little doggie pajamas Cal had insisted she needed. There was nothing.

      Gideon raced downstairs to the front desk where a day shift clerk he’d never seen before sat staring straight ahead at ten screens filled with nothing but digital snow. “Have you seen Callum or Alexa?”

      The man turned dull eyes towards him. “Who?”

      Gideon made a noise of frustration, heading towards the parking garage. Cal said he’d slept there those nights he was homeless. He slept on the concrete floor of the parking garage just to be closer to Gideon. Gideon’s heart felt like it was fracturing into a million pieces. What was happening here? His pulse raced, his chest painfully tight, his body coated in sweat as he ran frantically through the parking garage in nothing but his navy blue sleep pants.

      But he wasn’t there either.

      He wasn’t anywhere. He wasn’t gone. He wasn’t missing. Cal hadn’t just left. Somebody had erased him from Gideon’s life, sanitized the boy’s existence from his home, like he was in some kind of spy thriller where the lead finds his entire life has been an elaborate lie.

      He pushed open the door from the garage to the building, determined to make the front desk man talk, but the ground floor of the building wasn’t on the other side of the door. He was on the roof of his building, which seemed to tower over all the other buildings in the city. Another impossible feat given that Gideon’s building only had six floors. But that wasn’t the only impossible thing happening on the roof.

      “Grant?” Gideon whispered.

      His husband stood at the ledge, looking as crisp and somber as Gideon remembered, dressed in gray slacks and a pale blue sweater. He turned and smiled at Gideon, the wind catching his silver hair, blowing it off his face. It couldn’t be.

      “Leo,” he said in that cold, almost condescending manner he had, like Gideon couldn’t survive without him and it was adorable that he even tried. It was the tone that always set Gideon’s teeth on edge, that made him feel weak and ashamed.

      “Gideon?”

      It wasn’t Grant who spoke but Callum, now standing on the ledge in his uniform, tipping precariously backwards. The only thing keeping him from slipping into the abyss was Grant’s hand fisted in Cal’s uniform shirt.

      Gideon stumbled forward. “Please, don’t.”

      Grant gave him a mean smile. “Did you really think you deserved him?”

      “Grant… I—”

      But it was too late. Grant let go. Gideon raced to the edge, but Cal was long gone. Gideon was too late.

      “No!” He sat up with a shout, breathing heavy, blinking in the darkness.

      Alexa grumbled, slipping off the end of the mattress to go sulk in her dog bed. Cal didn’t sit up, but he reached back behind him. “Gideon? You’re all sweaty.”

      Gideon couldn’t speak, still reeling from a nightmare world where Callum no longer existed because Grant had risen from the grave to snatch him away from Gideon, to make sure Gideon couldn’t wake up to Cal beside him every morning.

      He laid back down, dragging Cal closer, curling his whole body around him, so he could bury his face in Cal’s scent, his lips dragging kisses across his neck and jaw. But it wasn’t enough. He just couldn’t seem to get close enough.

      “Gideon, you’re freaking me out,” Cal whispered as he pressed his ass back against Gideon’s erection.

      Gideon could think of nothing else to say except, “I lost you. I couldn’t find you. You were just gone…”

      Cal turned in his arms to face him, his thumb tracing Gideon’s cheek, like he’d done to Cal countless times before. “You didn’t lose me. It was just a bad dream. I’m right here.”

      Gideon said nothing, just captured Cal’s lips in a kiss, rolling him onto his back, letting his weight blanket him. Gideon needed all of him, needed to be enveloped by him. He always tried to keep his wits about him, tried to make sex about control, an exchange of power, release. But Gideon didn’t care about any of that right now. He reached between their bodies, pressing against the plug still inside Cal from their earlier play. He didn’t ask for permission; they were long past that. He just gently slipped the toy free, tossed it aside, and pushed his pajama pants to his thighs before burying himself in Cal’s body in one thrust.

      Cal moaned, his arms and legs locking around Gideon as he rutted inside Cal frantically, desperate to leave some part of him behind, to mark Cal as his, to remind his fractured brain that Cal wasn’t gone, that Grant hadn’t managed to take his boy away. He kissed Cal, his tongue fucking into his mouth as he drove himself inside the tight wet heat of Cal’s body again and again.

      Cal’s heels dug into Gideon’s ass, spurring him on, the blunt drag of his nails on Gideon’s back telling him that whatever this was, Cal was one hundred percent on board. Gideon wanted to worry about Cal’s needs, about his comfort or pleasure, but he was a man possessed. He couldn’t shake the gnawing empty feeling behind his ribcage or the monstrous version of Grant who’d taken Cal from him.

      “I’m sorry,” he muttered over and over again against Cal’s ear as he fucked into him like some kind of mindless beast.

      “Can I come, Leo? Please?” Cal begged. “I’m gonna come. Can I?”

      It was the first time Gideon had ever heard his name fall from Cal’s lips during sex, and it triggered a near bestial response. He captured Cal’s legs, pushing them higher as he growled, “Yes. Come for me.”

      Then he was driving himself impossibly deep, like each thrust could somehow drive his memories away. He heard Cal cry out, felt the wetness of his release between their stomachs, and that was all it took for him to let go, his orgasm slamming into him like hitting a brick wall. He gave a guttural shout as he sank his teeth into Cal’s shoulder, grinding their hips together, determined to leave every bit of himself inside Cal’s body.

      He buried his face against Cal’s neck, panting hard. For his part, Cal didn’t seem all that desperate to move. The boy’s fingers traced patterns across Gideon’s sweaty shoulders, playing with his hair, and kissed the top of his head.

      “Are you okay?” Cal finally asked after several minutes had ticked by.

      “I woke up and you were gone,” Gideon mumbled against Cal’s skin.

      Cal gave a soft snort. “That’s crazy. I’d never leave you, Leo.”

      Gideon pushed himself up enough to look Cal in the eyes. “Promise me. Promise me you’ll never just disappear on me.”

      Cal scanned Gideon’s face. “I promise, Daddy.”

      Gideon shook his head. “Leo. Say I promise, Leo.”

      Cal cupped his face in his hands, looking deep into his eyes. “I promise, Leo. I’ll never just disappear on you.”

      Gideon examined his face, needing to see the truth in Cal’s words. Finally, Gideon nodded, pressing his forehead to Cal’s. “I’m sorry if I scared you.”

      Cal scoffed, a smile spreading across his face. “Are you kidding? That was the single hottest thing we’ve ever done.”

      Gideon smiled back, pressing a soft kiss to Cal’s lips. “You’re ridiculous.”

      “But you love me,” Cal said, sounding more hopeful than convinced.

      “I do. I love you…so much,” Gideon promised.

      He would find a way to fix Cal’s problems. All of them. And then Gideon was going to find a way for them to build a life together. No matter what.
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      Gideon knew little about Douglas Shea. In fact, he had yet to see the proctor in the five weeks he’d been interim headmaster. He found that suspect. How did a thirty-year-old MIT grad end up as a school proctor, who never seemed to actually be at school, and, more importantly, why did Roosevelt pay upper six-figures to a college-prep company called Tri-State to proctor exams and tutor students at an elite prep school? Nothing about Shea or his job at Roosevelt made sense.

      When Gideon had attempted to locate Douglas Shea on campus that morning to finally get answers to his many questions, a smug Abernathy had told Gideon that Shea was out of town on vacation. Gideon had no time or patience for Abernathy. He was sure she was behind all of this mayhem. He’d immediately gone to his office and pulled up Shea’s employee record, jotting down his address, before telling Abernathy he’d be out the rest of the day. Her mutinous glare was almost enough to lighten up his mood. Almost.

      He texted Cal to let him know he had left campus and to take an Uber home at lunch. He wanted to be there since it was, technically, Cal’s last day of school, but if Gideon couldn’t get a confession and retraction out of Shea, Cal wouldn’t get to live the life he’d dreamed of since he was little—a chance to go to the same school as his mother. Gideon needed to be able to give that to him. Even if that meant Cal ended up miles away from him. An icy fear gripped him as the image of Cal plummeting off the building flooded his mind.

      Gideon shook the thought away. He couldn’t think about that. Not now. He couldn’t think about how it felt like Cal had brought him back from the dead, how they fit together like puzzle pieces, how Cal had taken to submission so beautifully and it had made him stronger. Gideon never felt more himself than when he was with Callum. He loved waking up to him in the morning and having him fall asleep in his arms at night. He didn’t want to lose any of that, but he wasn’t selfish enough to hold Cal hostage.

      Shea’s house was a large craftsman style home tucked away in a quiet suburb just outside of town. Gideon supposed Shea could come from money, perhaps inheriting the million dollar home and the cash needed to acquire the two matching Land Rover SUVs parked in the circular drive, but somehow, Gideon doubted it. He took a deep breath before unfolding himself from the car, prepared to do whatever it took to force Douglas Shea to tell the truth, even if that meant choking it out of him.

      Gideon forced himself to maintain an outward semblance of calm as he rang the doorbell and waited. His eyes went wide as a pretty young brunette answered the door with a cherubic pink-cheeked baby on her hip. She gave a confused smile when she saw him. “Can I help you?”

      “I’m looking for Douglas.”

      She glanced back over her shoulder before asking, “May I tell him who’s here?”

      “Leopold Gideon. His boss.”

      The girl seemed to collapse as if she’d been expecting hired killers and not her husband’s employer. “Oh, my goodness. I’m so sorry. Come on in. I didn’t think anybody from Tri-State would make a house call.”

      Gideon’s face was a blank mask but his thoughts were churning. What had Shea’s wife so spooked about a company that specialized in college prep?

      “Dougie, a Mr. Gideon’s here from the company,” she called, waving Gideon inside. “You can just go right on through. He’s out back having lunch on the patio. The kids are playing in the pool.”

      Gideon made it to the patio just as Doug was attempting to frantically extricate himself from his chair. Gideon wasn’t sure exactly what he was expecting, but it certainly wasn’t the tall, lanky man with a weak chin, freckles, and carrot red hair. His eyes were a pale gray that seemed almost white in the sea of red. The man’s eyes were watery and bloodshot. Gideon’s gaze dropped to the highball glass sitting next to the man’s untouched sandwich.

      Gideon glanced at the three children laughing and screaming in the pool, each of them as pale and ginger as their father. They paid neither men any attention as they chased each other before crashing into the deep end. The man clearly had a lot to lose. Gideon could use that to his advantage.

      “Hello, Douglas. I’m not sure we’ve met. I’m Gideon. I think we need to talk.”

      Doug’s head swung from his wife in the doorway to his children in the pool. “C-Can we talk in my office?”

      Gideon shrugged, a menacing smile on his face. “We can talk anywhere you like.”

      “Watch the kids, Geneva,” Doug barked as he edged past his wife back into the big house with its spacious floor plan.

      Once they’d crossed the house to the man’s office, Doug plopped into a large leather office chair behind his desk, nervously gesturing for Gideon to have a seat on the other side. He couldn’t help but notice how the man was already sweating. “You know, Doug. If you’re going to make your living doing something highly illegal, you should really learn to control your flop sweat. It’s a dead giveaway.”

      “What?” Doug asked, face falling, as he wiped at his brow with the back of his palm.

      “Look, I admire the hustle. I know how Roosevelt parents are, throwing money at you to get their spoiled, stupid brats into the best schools. I’m an alumnus myself. I remember all too well how the game is played. Here’s what I don’t understand. How did they get you to lie about Callum Whyte?”

      “What?” Doug asked again, face turning an unflattering shade of pink.

      “You heard me. I know Callum Whyte didn’t pay you to take his SATs, so I’m assuming somebody paid you to say that he did. I want to know who and I want to know why. Oh, and I want a written retraction that states you made the whole thing up.”

      “I-You know I can’t do that,” he whispered.

      “I know everything,” Gideon bluffed. “I know about the payments, about Tri-State…about how you afford a million dollar home and two fancy cars with all those kids you have playing out in your heated pool. It would be a shame if we were to get the cops involved.”

      Doug frowned, and Gideon worried a bit for the man’s health as sweat dripped from his face to his desk. “Is… Is this a trick? A test? Are you trying to see if I’ll stay loyal?” he asked.

      Well, that was an interesting question. “Loyal to whom, Doug?”

      Douglas stared down at the plant on his desk for a full minute before leaning towards it. “Look, I said I would help you guys, but I didn’t sign on to be harassed. You hear me? I’m doing everything you wanted me to. What are you trying to prove?”

      Had the man finally snapped? “Are you talking to your ficus, Doug? Because if you’re trying to convince me you’re crazy, we’re a bit past that point. Like I said, I don’t want to get the cops involved, but I will.”

      “The cops are already involved, you moron. You’re going to fuck up everything,” Doug hissed.

      Gideon processed that bit of information. The cops were already involved. Doug was talking to a houseplant. Shit. The place was bugged. But by who? “You should probably start talking to me…quickly.”

      Once more, Doug looked to his ficus. “Help,” he whimpered.

      A full thirty seconds ticked by with the man staring at his plant, like he expected it to morph into something that might help extricate him from the situation. A cell phone chirped from somewhere on Doug’s person, and he slipped it from his pocket, answering it with shaky hands.

      “Hello,” he said timidly. “Yes. But I—How was I supposed to know that? No—That’s not fair. Yes. Yes, I’ll tell him.”

      He disconnected, setting the phone down. He didn’t say a word as he scribbled something on a notepad and handed it to Gideon.

      “You need to go here. They’ll find you,” Doug said, sounding like Gideon had stumbled into a spy movie. Once more, he had to shove back images from his nightmare.

      “What is this?” Gideon asked, looking at an address.

      “Look, I can’t say anything else. They’ll explain everything. Just, please go. Go now, before my wife starts asking questions.”

      Gideon reluctantly left, plugging the address into his GPS only to find himself parked in front of a diner in a sketchy part of town twenty minutes later. He exited, activating his alarm and saying goodbye to his brand new low profile tires, which likely wouldn’t be there when he returned.

      Once inside, the smell of bacon and grease hit him with the force of a sledgehammer as he searched the room. It didn’t take long to suss out who exactly had invited him to the meeting. Two middle-aged men in dark colored suits and ties sat in a back corner of what Gideon assumed was supposed to be a fifties style diner. The two men blended in with the patrons about as well as Gideon did. The short pudgy one with the receding hairline waved him over like they knew exactly who he was. Maybe they did.

      Gideon made his way to the back booth and sat across from the two men, waving off a frazzled waitress when she asked if he wanted anything to drink. The taller, better looking man with deep brown skin, a bald head, and a full beard that couldn’t possibly be regulation was the one who spoke first.

      “Mr. Gideon, I really wish you’d have stayed out of this.”

      “Are you Feds or locals?” Gideon asked, ignoring the man’s useless comment.

      The pudgier one sighed. “I’m Langston. That’s Simmons. We’re FBI, and you’ve just stumbled into the middle of a huge operation.”

      Gideon folded his hands in front of him. “Surrounding what’s going on at Roosevelt.” It wasn’t a question.

      Langston scoffed. “This goes way beyond Roosevelt. This involves Radcliffe, Sutton, Great Falls, and several universities and colleges, including your own. Or maybe you already know that?”

      Gideon tried to make the pieces fit together, but he just didn’t have enough information. “What’s happening here, gentlemen?”

      Simmons took a sip of his coffee. “You tell us. What do you know about Tri-State?”

      “I don’t know anything about it except Roosevelt seems to be paying them a ridiculous sum of money. I figured I could bluff my way into finding out why and use that to get Shea to retract some allegations he made against one of my students.”

      “Callum Whyte?” Simmons asked with a smirk.

      “Yes. How did you know that?” Gideon asked, the hairs on the back of his neck standing at attention.

      Langston laughed before wiping a hand over his face, like he couldn’t believe his life had come to this. “God knows we wish we didn’t. I don’t know how to tell you this, but your office has been bugged for the past six months, which means you’ve made several federal agents very uncomfortable.”

      Gideon’s heart pounded in his chest, and for the first time in a long time, his palms grew sweaty. “My…office at the school…” He trailed off as every filthy thing he’d done to Callum in that office came back to haunt him in a rush that made him dizzy.

      “Relax, Mr. Gideon. Your…boyfriend?...is well above the age of consent, and we know he blackmailed you…or tried anyway. We truly have much bigger fish to fry. The real headmaster of Roosevelt is in this up to his eyeballs, and given how close he is with your mentor from the college, we thought you might be as well. But, from what we can tell, you seem to be uninvolved.”

      Gideon shook his head. “Uninvolved in what? What’s happening here?”

      The two agents looked at each other, and Gideon had the urge to knock their heads together. He just wanted some answers.

      “What we’re going to tell you stays between us. You can’t tell anybody and that includes your co-ed boy toy,” Simmons said, pointing a pudgy finger in his direction.

      “Alright,” Gideon agreed. Whatever it took to get answers.

      Langston leaned back in his seat. “For the last several months, we’ve been tracking some high level targets who are participating in a scheme to place children of wealthy and influential parents into ivy league colleges.”

      “Haven’t rich people been doing that for years?” Gideon quipped.

      “This goes beyond donating a library. Parents are paying upwards of fifty to seventy-five thousand dollars to cheat the system. They’re paying to have their children declared special needs in order to allow these children to cheat the system. These proctors take tests for these children, convince teachers to change grades, and, in many cases, simply take their SATs and ACTs for them.”

      “That would explain the abnormally high number of students with independent learning plans at Roosevelt,” Gideon said.

      “So, you’ve noticed it as well?” Simmons asked.

      Gideon shook his head. “I had not. At least, not until yesterday. My…co-ed boy toy…as you called him, noted it when he realized the school had just screwed him out of the admission and full-ride scholarship to Harvard he’d very much earned fair and square.”

      “I understand you’re upset about Mr. Whyte, but this is much bigger than just one rich kid missing out on Harvard,” Langston said. “You have to see that.”

      “What I see is that you have an operation you’d like to keep under wraps, and I have a boy who is at home heartbroken after having his future ripped away from him for being the only ‘rich kid’ who didn’t buy his grades.”

      Simmons pointed a finger at him again. “Look, if you keep pushing this, you’re going to blow our entire operation.”

      “What I want is very simple. Callum gets his Harvard admissions back and his full-ride scholarship with a written apology and it never goes further than this. Just get Shea to recant his statement and admit that he lied and I’ll pretend I don’t know anything at all.”

      “We can’t risk an investigation this far-reaching over one kid’s future. That’s ludicrous,” Simmons said.

      Gideon stared at both men for a long moment, an idea forming. “How about a little quid pro quo then? What if I can get you the records showing the number of children with independent learning plans and how many of them went on to ivy league schools as well as a confession from not only a member of Roosevelt’s board but, potentially, the dean of my college? Would that be worth one kid’s future?”

      “Do you really think you can make that happen?” Langston asked, practically salivating.

      Gideon nodded. “I do. But I’m going to need Cal’s admission and scholarship reinstated now. I’ll sign whatever paperwork you need me to sign to make that happen, confidential informant, covert op guy, whatever you need. Just fix what they did to Callum.”

      “You’re willing to lose your job as a tenured professor at one of the most exclusive private colleges in the country over this kid?” Simmons asked, hooking an eyebrow.

      “I’m willing to risk far more than that. Do we have a deal, gentlemen? Or not?” Gideon asked, growing impatient.

      “We’ll have to clear it with our boss, but yeah. You have a deal,” Langston said.

      “Good. But if this is going to work, Shea’s going to need to make a phone call and he’s gonna have to be convincing.”
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      Callum checked the clock again. It was after six, and Gideon still wasn’t home. It was just as well. The Korean place said delivery would be at least an hour. But still, Cal was restless. He’d taken Alexa outside to play fetch in the empty lot behind the building. He’d folded and hung up his laundry. He’d even reorganized his underwear drawer. He was two seconds away from taking a label maker to their toy chest. Was butt plug one word or two?

      When the doorbell rang, he practically dove for it. He swung the door open, expecting to find their usual delivery boy, Adam, but, instead, found an elderly silver-haired woman in a black pantsuit with diamonds dripping from her ears big enough to buy Cal a lifetime supply of insulin.

      “Well, you’re definitely not cold noodles,” Cal said with a nervous laugh, glancing outside the doorway, hoping, by some miracle, Gideon was right behind this mystery woman.

      She looked him up and down in a way that made Cal feel exposed. He fought the urge to cover himself like he was naked instead of wearing athletic shorts and an orange hoodie.

      “No, I most definitely am not,” she murmured, her voice low and throaty, like some old-timey jazz singer. “So, you’re what all the fuss is about.”

      “I’m sorry, I thought you were the delivery guy.”

      “Yes, I believe we established that. Are you going to invite me in, or should I just make myself comfortable out here?”

      “Who are you?” Cal asked, still not extending an invitation.

      Some ridiculous part of him thought maybe she was a vampire and this was a trap. She had that demeanor—cunning, cruel, calculating. Beautiful in the way that icicles were beautiful. Her silver hair was swept into a complicated pile with crystal pins, and her eyes were a beautiful ice blue. She could have easily passed for a woman half her age if not for the shrewdness of her gaze and her gnarled fingers, which were so riddled with arthritis the only way she could’ve removed her diamond rings would be to cut them free.

      Who was she?

      “My name is Rosalind Sands, and you’re Callum Whyte, are you not?”

      Maybe she was a vampire. Cal gave a heavy sigh and stepped out of her way. She wasn’t leaving, and keeping her in the threshold was starting to feel rude. She took three steps inside and stopped short when she spied Alexa cleaning her paw on the bed. The dog froze, and the two females seemed to size each other up before each breaking their gaze.

      “What can I do for you, Ms. Sands?” Cal asked before biting the inside of his cheek.

      “Well, I don’t suppose I could convince you to just pack your bags and leave.”

      Cal blinked at her. “What?”

      “You’re ruining his life. You get that, right? He’s risking everything, his reputation, his career, and for what? A barely legal teen who’s going to be off like a shot the minute he meets a boy his own age.”

      “You don’t even know me,” Cal said, even as his heart shredded in his chest.

      “Of course, I do. You’re the child prostitute who weaseled his way into Leo’s bed and then fed him a sob story so he’d fall in love with you. This isn’t like in the movies. You’re not Cinderella, and he’s not going to make you the queen of his castle. Once he loses everything, his job, his friends, his credibility within the academic community, he’ll grow to resent you, and even if you don’t get sick of being with somebody over twice your age, he’ll get tired of you being an embarrassment. Do you think you can keep up with him academically? Do you think you won’t look ridiculous standing next to a crowd of scholars his age?”

      “Why do you care?” Cal asked, doing his best to not let the woman see that she’d landed every barb and he was bleeding on the inside.

      “Because Grant was my best friend, and he’d be rolling over in his urn if he knew that the love of his life had been swindled by some rent boy. Grant didn’t work his fingers to the bone, day in and day out, for Leo to be showering some hooker in diamonds.”

      Cal’s heart hammered in his chest, and he had to remind himself to breathe. How did this woman know so much and so little at the same time? “Diamonds?” Cal laughed. “Diamonds? Does it look like I’m stashing a tiara somewhere?”

      “Do you want a tiara, darling? Because I have gobs of them. If it’s money you’re after, just name your price and I’ll write the check and we can be done with this foolishness before the board pushes this matter any further.”

      Cal laughed as he fought back tears. “Oh, my God. Are you actually trying to bribe me? This really feels like I’m trapped in a bad romantic comedy right now. I don’t want your fucking money. I don’t even know who you are, but I imagine if Gideon cared about you at all, he’d have at least mentioned your name. Since he’s already introduced me to his real friends, I think you should probably just go. Gideon’s very protective of me, so you probably won’t want to be here when he gets home.”

      She smirked at him. “I didn’t imagine you’d do the right thing, but my conscience wouldn’t allow me to blow up Leo’s life without me at least attempting to reason with the two of you. In a few days, when your relationship goes public and Gideon is branded a pedophile, just remember I gave you the opportunity.”

      Cal stormed to the door and flung it open. “I’m almost twenty years old, and you’re grasping at straws. But I’ll let him know you stopped by.”

      Rosalind glided past him like she was on roller skates, giving him one last haughty look over her shoulder before she disappeared down the hallway. He didn’t breathe again until he heard the elevator ding. He closed the door and slid down it, pulling his knees to his chest and wrapping his arms around them. Alexa slid from the bed and stuck her face in his, licking his cheek and whining. “It’s okay, girl. She’s gone. The mean old lady is gone.”

      Her body was gone, but her words bounced around in Cal’s skull. Was he ruining Gideon’s life? His career? Would his peers make fun of him or take his research less seriously because he was in a relationship with Cal? Would he need to hide Callum away? Would Gideon resent him?

      He looked to the closet and then to the bathroom where his meds and test kit were. He could leave. He could pack everything and be out of there in minutes. But just that morning, Gideon had made Cal promise he’d never just disappear on him. Besides, he didn’t want to disappear. He didn’t want to leave Gideon and Alexa. This loft might not feel like their home, but Gideon felt like Cal’s home. Maybe he was selfish because he couldn’t allow himself to leave, to stand up and pack up and go before Gideon returned home.

      He didn’t know how long he sat there on the floor, arms around Alexa, just staring off into space and feeling sorry for himself, but he didn’t move again until somebody attempted to swing open the door and hit the back of his head. “Ow,” he muttered.

      He moved to allow Gideon to enter. He stepped inside and closed the door with his foot. Both of his hands were full. He had Korean food in one hand and his raincoat and umbrella in the other. He glanced down at Cal with amusement. “Any particular reason you’re sitting on the floor?”

      “I ordered Korean food,” Cal said, staring at the containers in the cardboard box.

      “Yes, I know. I ran into Adam in the lobby, so I snatched it from him so he didn’t have to make the extra trip upstairs. It’s pouring outside, so I imagine it’s a busy night for him.” Gideon set down the food on the counter and hung up his coat and umbrella before tugging Cal to his feet and kissing him in a way that made his toes curl. “That still doesn’t explain to me why you’re on the floor like you’re hiding from an intruder.”

      “I was… Sort of.”

      “Pardon?” Gideon said, his face falling, all hint of amusement gone.

      “Your friend Rosalind stopped by.”

      Gideon froze. “What? Why? What did she want?”

      “She told me she’d give me money to leave you. Any amount I wanted. She said if I stayed I’d be ruining your life and you’d resent me.”

      Cal waited for Gideon to explode, but, instead, he laughed. Cal’s face must have revealed his confusion because Gideon hugged him close. “Don’t listen to a word that old bat says. I can’t tell you anything, but just know that her coming here is great news. It couldn’t be better for us, actually.”

      “Did you hit your head or something? That woman has a vendetta against us. She said she’s going to have you branded a pedophile, that she’ll ruin your reputation and make the world discredit you.”

      Gideon’s lips moved against the top of Cal’s head as he spoke. “Even if all that were true, I would still choose you. But I promise you, everything is going to be okay.”

      “You keep saying that,” Cal murmured, praying it was true.

      “That’s because I know what I’m doing,” Gideon chided. “I’m glad you didn’t leave.”

      “I thought about it. I don’t want to be the reason your life falls apart.”

      “If my life falls apart, it will be nobody's fault but mine. Besides, I wouldn’t want to spend all night searching for you to drag you home when we could be eating cold noodles and watching RuPaul’s Drag Race.”

      Cal’s heart did cartwheels in his chest. “Does anybody else in the world know about your secret obsession with drag?”

      Gideon chuckled. “Nope. Just you.”

      Cal gave Gideon a chaste kiss. “Get changed, and I’ll cue up season three.”

      They spent the next twenty minutes feeding each other noodles in their underwear, laughing at the television, debating style choices, and pointing out who should win and why. It was the first time in as long as Cal could remember where he didn’t feel like there was an agenda or a sick feeling in his stomach. He had never in his life felt so comfortable with another person, not his father, not Bastian. Nobody.

      With the food put away, they snuggled on the sofa, Gideon playing big spoon as they teased each other with soft kisses and half-hearted foreplay, neither really interested in doing anything more than just touching and being touched. When Gideon’s hand settled on Cal’s bloated stomach, he tried to brush it away. “Stop rubbing my gut,” he cried.

      “I can touch any part of you I like,” Gideon growled playfully, rubbing Cal’s belly as proof.

      Cal shivered, smiling as he rocked back against him. “Yes, Daddy.”

      “Besides, I like your belly,” Gideon said. “It means you're safe and well-fed and home with me.”

      Cal laughed, only half-kidding when he said, “You only say that ‘cause it will be gone by morning.”

      Gideon scoffed. “I don’t care about that. I only care about you being healthy. That’s all that matters. In a few short years, I’ll be old, blind, and deaf, and you’ll be stuck taking care of me,” he teased.

      Cal rolled in Gideon’s arms, kissing the only part he could reach, the underside of his chin, before burying his face against his chest. “Shut up. You are the healthiest, sexiest, most beautiful man I’ve ever seen. You’ll be sexy at sixty and seventy and…okay, you might look a little rough at eighty, but I’ll be old and blind by then too, so we’ll be old and wrinkled together.”

      Gideon laughed. “You’re ridiculous,” he murmured.

      “You want to go to bed?” Gideon asked sometime later.

      “I’m comfortable right here,” Cal mumbled, half-dozing, burrowing himself deeper into Gideon’s embrace, like he could somehow crawl inside him if he just believed hard enough.

      Gideon’s chin rested on the top of his head while his knee was tucked between Gideon’s calves. Cal wanted to stay like this forever, but some small part of him knew it wouldn’t be possible. Gideon seemed more sure each day that he would get Cal back into Harvard, and when that time came, he would have to make peace with just seeing Gideon a few times a year. What if Gideon grew tired of waiting? What if proximity was really Cal’s greatest allure? What if he wanted to be in an open relationship so he could be with other boys while Cal was so far away? Could Cal let him go? He squeezed his eyes closed, willing the thoughts to go away, just for a little while longer.
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      Gideon rapped his knuckles quietly against the door of the dilapidated hotel room. It was opened by a man in jeans and a flannel shirt. It took a minute for Gideon to realize it was Simmons. He stood back to let Gideon enter. Inside were two other men with a series of tech equipment laid out on an ugly purple and green floral bedspread.

      “You sure you want to do this?” Simmons asked. “You really think the Empress is going to feel like talking in the middle of the night?”

      Gideon unbuttoned his dress-shirt. “I need to surprise her if I’m going to get her to talk. Besides, she opened the door when she ambushed Callum earlier. I need her weak if I’m going to get her to spill her guts. I need her to think that she’s never really known me at all.”

      Simmons shrugged, taking a slug from an energy drink sitting on a scarred desk. “I hope you’re right. Shea hasn’t been able to get shit out of any of them in months.”

      “Yeah, well Shea’s not exactly James Bond. He caved five minutes into my first meeting with him. If he’s who you’re counting on to help you close this investigation, you boys better get real comfortable in this hotel room.”

      Simmons scoffed, giving a begrudging nod. “Listen, the only way this works is if you get her on tape breaking down the entire operation. She can’t just agree with what you say. She needs to cop to the whole thing herself, and the more people she names, the more pressure we have to break them down later.”

      “Yeah, I got it,” Gideon snapped.

      The agent didn’t seem to take his short temper to heart. Gideon wasn’t mad at Simmons. He was annoyed that he’d had to leave his warm bed and a softly snoring Cal, who was curled up with Alexa, so he could sneak out to a dirty motel in a seedy neighborhood to get wired up on the off chance he could end this game with Rosalind and Roosevelt Prep once and for all.

      “If you think this thing is going south, just give the code phrase and we’ll get you out of there. You do remember the code phrase?”

      Gideon frowned. “Yes. I ask her about a glass of water. She’s sixty-three years old. I think I’ll be fine. It’s not like she’s going to try to murder me over a college scheme. I just need to get her talking. Convince her, somehow, that she can trust me.”

      “How do you plan on making that happen exactly?”

      “I just have to charm her.”

      Simmons arched a brow.

      Gideon smirked. “What? Are you implying that I’m not charming?”

      “You don’t have any experience doing undercover work. Just take it nice and easy. Don’t do anything to put her in a bad mood.”

      “I’ve got this under control. Trust me.”

      “I’m serious, Gideon. I’ve been doing this for twenty years. Try not to piss her off.”

      Gideon grinned. “Of course.”
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      Gideon pounded on the door hard enough to rattle it in its frame, not feeling the least bit sorry when an old man across the hall whipped the door open to glare at him. He gave him a jaunty wave, and he gave Gideon the finger. He would have smiled if there wasn’t an anvil in his stomach. Seconds stretched into minutes without any movement on the other side of the door. He raised his hand to knock again when the door was wrenched open.

      Rosalind gave a weary sigh, tying the belt of her pale blue velvet robe together as she glowered at him. “I’m assuming you have an excellent reason for pounding on my door at three in the morning.”

      “Oh, I don’t know, Rosalind. I thought we were friends who just pop into each other’s homes whenever we please without calling.”

      Rosalind rolled her eyes. “Oh, do come in before my neighbors try to have me booted out of the building. I refuse to move at my age.”

      “What were you thinking?” Gideon asked, ignoring her droll commentary.

      She shook her head, collapsing regally onto a baroque period silk sofa and curling her legs beneath her. “I was thinking that I would give your little tart one last chance to do the right thing. He’s using you, and even if you can’t see that, I owed it to my dearest friend to at least attempt to protect the only man he ever loved.”

      Gideon scoffed, settling into the uncomfortable straight backed chair to her left. “Enough games, Rosalind. I know what’s going on at the school. I know everything, and I have the records to prove it. Did you think that your threats would scare me off?”

      There was the barest hint of a frown, but then it disappeared. It was enough to give Gideon hope, though. A crack in her veneer. He just needed to keep chipping away.

      “You don’t know anything, Gideon. I’m trying to protect you. Just let this go.”

      “I know you and the board are part of a scheme where you help children cheat their way into schools they don’t deserve and use scholarships they didn’t earn.”

      “Let it go, Gideon. This is much bigger than just Roosevelt.”

      “I know. I did a bit of digging on Douglas Shea when he falsified evidence to get Cal’s acceptance rescinded. It seems Mr. Shea makes quite a bit of money for doing very little. It also seems that Roosevelt pays a lot of money to Tri-State college prep. Far more money than we bring in through tuition. Almost like parents might be funneling their money to Tri-State via Roosevelt to hide their bribes. That seems like something the IRS might want to look into.”

      She examined her nails. “You’re truly not going to let this go, are you?”

      “Why not just ask me to be a part of it?”

      “How do you mean?” she asked, frowning.

      “With this whole scheme. I’m a tenured professor with a highly sought after private college. Why not invite me into the fold? I could have helped you.”

      She shook her head as if dismissing the notion, finally looking at him. “Grant said you couldn’t ever know.”

      Gideon felt her words like a physical blow. Grant? This had been going on since Grant was alive? The FBI had said nothing of Grant’s involvement. Maybe they didn’t know. Maybe it didn’t matter now that Grant was gone. “Grant treated me like a child. I’ve always been more than capable of making my own decisions.”

      She studied him closely. “Yes, I see that now. Truthfully, we already have somebody on the inside at your school.”

      Suddenly, the pieces clicked into place like the tumblers in a lock.

      “Foy,” Gideon said. Darren Foy was the head of Gideon’s department. The one who’d asked him to stand in for Leighton during his surgery. That was his school’s connection to Roosevelt.

      Rosalind smiled. “You’re smarter than I gave you credit for.”

      “Surely, there must be some way I can help you? Just loop me in and we can all go back to being friends.”

      For fuck’s sake, just tell me how all this works and speak into the fucking mic, so I can go home and get on with my life, you miserable hag.

      “I’m afraid it’s a bit late for that. Foy knows all about your little prostitute boyfriend. There’s no getting around the fallout from that. Roger insisted after the last disastrous board meeting. You really should have just stopped fighting for the boy. Who cares if he goes to Harvard? If you’re anything like Grant, I’m sure you prefer him dependent on you. Boys are much easier to control when they have no other options. Believe me, I know. I’ve raised four of them.”

      Gideon relaxed a bit. He needed Foy to know about Callum. He needed to be able to catch the man off guard. But nobody could know about that yet.

      “I will get Cal back into whatever school he wants. You aren’t the only one with money and influence.”

      “It’s not me. It’s Roger. When Cal got Harvard and Matteo didn’t, it set Roger off. He lost a fortune to your boy’s father, and now, his little bastard snatches Harvard from his oldest grandson. He won’t be happy until Callum Whyte is ruined.”

      “Roger Koch is a tool. What does he even bring to the table besides money? A good chunk of which he’s lost, as you just stated. I have connections. Money. Influence. And something else none of you have… Street smarts. I grew up with gangbangers, bookies, and drug dealers. Screw Roger. Let me take his place. Explain to me how this operation works, and let me help you expand.”

      Rosalind’s brows knitted together. “Why do you care? Why are you pushing this so hard?”

      “Because I’ve lived in Grant’s shadow since I was twenty-one years old, and now, he’s gone and people are still treating me like a child. Grant left me his money and his seat on various boards and charities, but I’m still an outsider. You all still treat me like an outsider. You know that’s not what Grant wanted. Not really. He taught me how to blend in with your crowd. How to walk and talk like you, dress like you, behave like you. He taught me which fork to use and how to tie a necktie. Nobody will ever see me as one of you until somebody like you lets me have a real seat at the table.”

      Rosalind examined Gideon’s face, and he was grateful she couldn’t see the hairs standing up on his arms. He had her. He knew he did. She was going to crack. Come on. Come on. Just fucking tell me.

      She sighed. “I can’t help you with Roger. He’s a necessary evil, I’m afraid. But Foy’s set to retire soon. It’s only a matter of time. He’s not a young man. It would be smart to have his replacement lined up. He can start making inroads with the dean now so you’ll be next in line.”

      “Foy has that kind of pull with the dean?” Gideon asked, genuinely surprised.

      “The dean has some…peculiar…fetishes that he’d like to keep under wraps. He does what we want him to. It’s why Roger’s so certain he can have you ousted from the university on a morality clause.”

      Gideon tucked that information away for later. “We all have our vices.”

      “Yes. Yes, we do.”

      Gideon leaned forward. “So, if I’m going to do this, I need to know everything. Where do we start?”

      Rosalind gave him one more hard look. “I suppose we start at the beginning.”

      Gideon could do nothing but sit and listen as Rosalind dismantled a scheme that went far deeper than Gideon could ever have imagined, deeper than possibly even the agents listening had ever guessed. At the heart of it all was Tri-State and a billion dollar scam that proved just how far the rich were willing to go to keep their privilege and the scales tipped in their favor.

      When Rosalind finished it was close to dawn. Gideon stood, allowing the older woman to walk him to the door. “I’ll call Foy and tell him to disregard Roger and the scandal with your boy. You just need to do your part. Get him to forget Harvard. I’ll happily call my connections with the other schools and smooth it all over as a misunderstanding.”

      “Do me a favor. Don’t call Foy just yet. I want to talk to him myself. We have some things to work out first, if that’s alright with you.”

      Rosalind smiled. “Of course, dear. If that’s what you want.”

      He leaned down, placing a kiss on her cool, pale cheek. “Thank you, Rosalind. You have no idea how much your trust means to me.”

      Once her door closed behind him, he whistled a tune as he made his way towards the elevator. As he rode the elevator down, he stuffed his hands in his pockets and grinned. “Did you get all that, boys? One down, one to go.”
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      Gideon slipped into bed just as the sun was coming up. Cal snuggled into him. “You smell weird. Like cigarettes and potato chips. Where’d you go?”

      Cal hadn’t slept since he’d felt Gideon slip from bed at midnight, but he’d laid there with Alexa, wondering if Gideon’s disappearance was all part of this covert master plan to get Cal back into Harvard.

      Gideon chuckled. “I told you, I can’t tell you everything just yet, but it’s all going to be okay.”

      “You keep saying that,” Cal mumbled, inexplicably cranky.

      Gideon kissed the top of Cal’s head. “And I mean it. You’ll be back on Harvard’s roster in a week or so, and you’ll get to have everything you wanted.”

      Not everything. Gaining back Harvard meant losing nights with Gideon, which felt like losing everything. “Let me guess, you flew to Boston and slept with Harvard’s admissions counselor.”

      “You figured me out.” Gideon laughed. “He smells like nicotine and potato chips.”

      “Ew,” Cal said as he unbuttoned Gideon’s pants and slid his hand into his boxers. Cal wrapped a hand around Gideon’s soft cock, only then thinking to ask, “Why are you in bed with all your clothes on?”

      “Because I have a meeting with the dean and my department head in approximately one hour, so it didn’t seem like I should get too comfortable.”

      Gideon didn’t stop Cal from toying with him, lazily stroking and squeezing him until he was hard in Cal’s grip.

      “Why do you have to meet with them?” Cal asked, biting at Gideon’s chin and throat.

      “Well, most likely because they think they’re going to fire me.”

      Cal’s heart sank, but then he frowned. “They think they are?”

      “Mm,” Gideon said, noncommittal, before catching Cal’s mouth for a kiss. “Alright, little bird. Up and at ‘em. We have just enough time for you to take a shower with me before I have to go.”

      Gideon rolled out of bed, and Cal followed, looking at Alexa who sat in her dog bed. “What about her walk?”

      “I took her out before I got into bed. She’ll be good until we finish.”

      Gideon said they’d have time for a shower, but, apparently, what he meant was they’d have just enough time for sex in the shower, something they’d yet to try. The moment they were both naked beneath the water, Gideon pulled Cal back against him, his hard cock pressing against Cal’s ass. Gideon bit Cal’s shoulder, his throat, his ear, his soapy hands far more interested in teasing Cal’s nipples than actually cleaning his body.

      Cal loved the feel of Gideon’s rough hands on his body. He’d miss showering with Gideon, eating dinner with him, cooking with him, waking up beside him, just having his arms around him. Everything. He was going to miss everything about Gideon. The idea of being away from him caused a physical ache in his chest. It hardly seemed fair that he had to choose between the thing he’d wanted since birth and a love he didn’t think even existed for somebody like him.

      By the time Gideon worked his cock into Cal’s body, his arms wrapped around Cal from behind, Cal could only cling to him, far more interested in savoring the feel of Gideon claiming him than actually getting off. He didn’t want to forget this moment, the smell of Gideon’s expensive soap that smelled like teakwood and tobacco, the feel of his heated skin pressed against him, the delicious ache of fullness when Gideon was inside him.

      Cal sucked in a breath as Gideon fisted Cal’s wet hair, dragging him from his thoughts. “Where’d you go? Don’t disappear on me.”

      Cal let his eyes fall closed, his blunt nails digging into the arm across his chest. “I’m here, Daddy. Right here.”

      Gideon wrapped his free hand around Cal’s cock, jerking him in time with his thrusts. Cal’s head fell back, pushing all thoughts of the future away and just enjoying the feel of Gideon’s hand and cock and the sound of his breath panting in Cal’s ear. It didn’t take long for him to come after that. Gideon always knew exactly how to get Cal off.

      After their shower, Cal pulled on shorts and a t-shirt and snuggled on the bed with Alexa as he watched Gideon dress for his mysterious meeting. He always looked sexy, but nobody wore a suit better than Gideon. Nobody. His pants clung to his ass and thighs in a way that made Cal want to touch him, and his white dress shirts always looked crisp and cool against his deep tan. Gideon always chose his clothing carefully and cared for each piece like it would be the only one he’s given. His vest, his tie, his jackets were all custom made from the finest materials and tailored to fit his body like a glove, but Cal just wanted to peel it all off him and force Gideon to come back to bed.

      Cal’s orgasm had temporarily halted his plummeting mood, but it was back now and sinking faster than ever. He couldn’t shake the feeling he was losing something. Gideon seemed more sure than ever that everything was going to go exactly as he wanted, but Cal was certain Gideon always felt that way. People didn’t tend to tell Gideon no, Cal imagined. He wanted to trust Gideon’s prediction that all would be well, but he felt like, even if Gideon handed Cal Harvard, he’d still lose because Alexa and Gideon would be miles away.

      Gideon sat beside Cal on the bed. “You are very broody this morning, little bird. What’s wrong?”

      Cal shrugged. They didn’t have time to get into it. Gideon needed to leave soon. Besides, what was Cal going to say? Thanks for sacrificing everything for me, but I’m depressed because I’m getting everything I’ve ever wanted? Talk about being selfish. “I’m just…tired, I guess.”

      Cal could tell from Gideon’s expression that he didn’t believe him. “We’re going to talk about this when I get back. Do you hear me?”

      Cal sighed but nodded. “Yes, Daddy.”

      Gideon gave him a chaste kiss and scratched Alexa’s head, and then he was gone, leaving Cal to bounce around the empty loft. After thirty minutes, he was crawling out of his skin, feeling like the brick walls were closing in on him. He rolled off the bed, lacing up his sneakers and grabbing Alexa’s ball. “Come on, girl. Let’s go play outside.”

      Alexa bounded off the bed, her tiny nub of a tail wagging hard enough to shake her whole back half. Cal couldn’t help but smile. Alexa looked so scary with her short muscular body and her scarred face, but she was really the sweetest girl. Whoever had hurt her was a monster. He didn’t bother grabbing her leash. They were only going out back. The other tenants in the building tolerated Cal, but they adored Alexa. Even the crotchety ones would usually bend down to give her a head scratch and tell her she was a pretty girl. The doormen always kept treats in their pockets just for her. She was like the building's unofficial mascot.

      Cal took Alexa out the back entrance, bypassing the parking garage for the staircase that led to the empty, overgrown lot next door. The hard packed dirt mixed with gravel and pockmarked with weeds didn’t hold much curb appeal. Gideon said they were planning on developing the lot soon and turning it into some swanky restaurant, but, for now, it was Cal and Alexa’s ugly little playground. It wasn’t fenced, but Alexa had no interest in anything but the ball in Cal’s hand and there was never anybody else out there. Alexa was so eager, Cal had to hold the ball high or she’d try to snatch it from his hand before he threw it. She had a one track mind when it came to fetch.

      As soon as they were far enough away from the building to avoid damage, Cal lobbed the ball, watching as it sailed into the scrub bushes that lined the gravel lot. Alexa disappeared for a minute before bounding back out with the ball in her mouth, racing to Cal and dropping it at his feet. He laughed as she sat at his feet, smiling. She was ridiculous.

      Cal flung the ball again and again until his arm ached and Alexa was panting hard. Still, she didn’t seem interested in stopping, so he threw the ball once again. She found the ball but stopped at the edge of the bushes. Cal frowned until he saw her squat to use the bathroom. He laughed, turning away from her only to feel like he’d been hit by a brick as his nose exploded, blood gushing into his mouth and down his chin, his eyes watering. He didn’t fall, but he stumbled. Before he could get his bearings, another blow landed on his cheek. He held his hand out, rapidly blinking tears from his eyes, trying to get sight of his attacker.

      Matteo. “You fucking ruined everything, you little bitch. Why couldn’t you just accept defeat and live off your sugar daddy? It’s not like you even need Harvard or that scholarship. You found the one guy your shithead father didn’t bankrupt.”

      Cal struggled to stay on his feet. “And you do? Your dad owns a fucking fleet of yachts. You’ve spent entire summers in Ibiza and Rio. What do you care where you go to school? You certainly never gave a shit the last three years when you were getting hammered at parties while I was studying.”

      Matteo made a noise of frustration. The other boy’s eyes were bloodshot, like he hadn’t slept in days, and he staggered, like he was the one who’d just been hit twice in the face. “Don’t you fucking get it? We don’t own anything since your dad fleeced mine. We’re living off my grandfather’s money, and he’s talking about cutting my dad off thanks to yours. He said my father’s too foolish with his money and wants to give him an allowance. How the fuck did you get Harvard and I didn’t? I was a sure thing. I scored 1500 on my SATs,” Matteo said without skipping a beat, just voicing every thought in some stream-of-consciousness-ramble.

      Cal’s head pounded, and he could feel his heartbeat in his definitely broken nose. “Yeah, and I scored 1540. Do you really think I’m what kept you out of Harvard? You get that we’re not the only two fucking people who applied, right? I worked really fucking hard to get into that school. You thought you could count on your daddy’s money. Too bad your dad didn’t know what I did, which is you should never count on my father for shit.”

      “You ruined my life,” Matteo shouted, shoving Cal hard enough to send him falling on his ass. Gravel tore at the palms of his hands, but before he could move, a booted foot connected with Cal’s stomach, displacing both his insulin pump, his glucose monitor, and his breakfast, which he heaved onto the ground beside him.

      Matteo started to laugh. A malicious growl came from the bushes. “What the fuck?”

      “Alexa, no!” Cal cried, but she was moving faster than Cal had ever seen, her muscular legs hauling her towards Matteo like she was going to eat him alive. She could. She could latch on and possibly kill him, and then they’d take her away from Cal and put her to sleep.

      Matteo took off running. “Call off Cujo, man!”

      Cal got himself up, running after both of them, leaving his pump and monitor behind in the dirt. He tried to close the distance but they both had too good of a head start. Cal’s heart rate shot up as Matteo made it out of the lot, past the sidewalk and into the street.

      “Alexa!” Cal screamed, but she wasn’t listening. She was growling and barking, hot on Matteo’s heels, determined to catch her prey. Matteo made it to the other side of the street, but Alexa followed straight into the path of an oncoming car.

      “No!”

      Tires screeched as the driver slammed on his breaks, the smell of rubber burning Cal’s nostrils, but it was too late. Cal’s stomach lurched at the thud Alexa’s body made as it hit the grill of the car and tumbled through the street, landing in a heap at Cal’s feet.

      All thoughts of Matteo and the injuries he’d inflicted disappeared as Cal gathered Alexa into his arms. He gave a sob of relief as she gazed up at him in confusion. She was alive. Alive but hurt. Blood ran from her nose just as it did from his.

      The man who hit her suddenly crouched down beside him. “I’m so sorry. She just came out of nowhere.”

      “I know. I… I need to get her to a hospital.”

      The guy was dressed in a suit and tie, like he was on his way to work, but he shoved a hand through his hair and glanced at his BMW idling in the street. “Fuck it. I’ll give you a ride. Do you know where there’s an animal clinic?”

      Desmond. “Yeah. Actually, I do.”

      Cal climbed into the backseat of the stranger’s car, Alexa’s head cradled in his lap. Her breathing was labored, but she didn’t cry. Something about that made it all seem so much worse. Cal pulled his phone free and called Des, leaving him a message to let him know they were on the way. He didn’t call Gideon. He was in that meeting. He’d call once they were at the hospital, just so Gideon didn’t worry.

      Cal stroked Alexa’s silky head, using his shirt to clean the blood from her fur. “Please don’t die on me. Please.”
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      “How could you be so reckless?” Foy asked. “I sent you there because I figured you were the least likely to embarrass me, and then you go and sleep with a student? A high school student. This is a PR nightmare.”

      Gideon sat on a worn leather sofa in Dean Neal Dover’s plush oversized office. Dover and Foy both sat in ugly leather chairs with hammered nail accents. Dover had a strange addiction to heavy wood and brown leather furniture that made Gideon feel borderline claustrophobic. There was barely any light streaming through the wood blinds, just enough for him to watch dust particles dance in the beams of sunshine.

      Dover looked like every college administrator Gideon had ever met. He was average height, soft around the middle, and had a fondness for jackets with elbow patches. He also had a long white beard and wire rimmed spectacles that made him look like a cross between Freud and Santa Claus. Foy was well into his sixties but could have passed for half that. He was small in both stature and weight. He had thinning black hair and dark brown eyes and spoke loudly, like he was trying to make up for his lack of physical presence.

      He’d been listening to Dover and Foy for over forty minutes as they took turns chastising him for his ‘error in judgment.’ He didn’t react. He didn’t do anything. Honestly, he’d spent most of the time tuning them out, and the less he spoke, the more they tended to repeat themselves. He finally broke down and said, “In my defense, I was sleeping with the student before you asked me to be the school’s interim headmaster. Also, I didn’t know he was in high school since he was a nineteen-year-old sex worker when we met.”

      Foy’s face turned an unsettling shade of red as he stumbled over whatever it was he’d been planning to say.

      Dover, however, finally got to the point of their little meeting. “I’m afraid you’ve left us no other choice but to let you go,” he said, clearly irritated with Gideon’s blasé attitude.

      Gideon had considered letting them go on a little longer, but he figured the guys parked in the van on the street listening to their conversation had probably had enough. Gideon sighed. He supposed there was no better segue way than that. “Oh, you’ll let me go, alright, but you won’t be firing me. In fact, I need the both of you to write me a letter talking about my outstanding character and teaching skills as well as my numerous publications and all the achievements and accolades I’ve brought to the department and the school as a whole.” They both gaped at him, but Gideon wasn’t done yet. “Then you, Neal, are going to call Boston College and tell them that one of your best professors is looking for a job out that way and you really think I’d be a great fit for their psych department.”

      Dover laughed, but Foy scoffed, shaking his head, like he couldn’t quite believe what he was hearing. “You’re a little young to be having a midlife crisis, Leo. Is this some kind of nervous breakdown? Delayed grief response? I know things have been hard since you lost Grant—”

      Gideon held up a hand. “I’m going to stop you right there. I know Roger called you and asked you to fire me, not because of my relationship with a fully consenting adult but because his grandson is pissed about missing out on Harvard and thinks Callum had something to do with it. However, Roger doesn’t realize that I know all of your dirty little secrets.”

      Dover and Foy exchanged glances. “What?” Foy asked, nervously pushing his glasses up the bridge of his nose. “What are you talking about?”

      “I’m talking about how you allow students to cheat their way into this school. I’m talking about how you’ve taken millions of dollars in bribes from some of the wealthiest and well-known people in the country. My husband kept meticulous notes. While it’s true he died years ago, I’m sure the feds would be quite interested in what I have to show them, especially when coupled with all the information I managed to gather while at Roosevelt. I found the last six weeks very…enlightening.”

      “Listen, whatever you think you know…” Foy blustered.

      “Believe me when I say I know everything. This isn’t me bluffing. To be honest, I don’t really care about your little scheme. The rich have been buying their kids’ way into fancy schools for centuries. I just want out of here before your little house of cards collapses. So, you can either take the deal and get me that interview with Boston College, or I’ll walk out of here and make a phone call to the FBI and the Department of Justice and let them fight over who gets to take you down.”

      Silence stretched as Gideon watched the two men attempt to communicate without uttering a word. He would have found it amusing if there wasn’t someplace else he’d rather be.

      Finally, Foy sighed, his entire demeanor changing. “Without admitting any blame, I’m sure we can make Boston happen. It will be a shame to lose such a wonderful professor, but if you feel your skills are better utilized there, who are we to stand in your way?”

      Dover nodded as if what Foy said was some wise proverb. “Yes. Yes. Foy is right. If you feel you belong in Boston, let us make that happen for you.”

      “I have no intention of leaving until you do,” Gideon said, a cold smile spreading across his face.

      “Right. Right,” Dover said, jumping from his seat to return to his desk.

      Gideon turned to Foy. “Why didn’t you just invite me into the loop? Did my husband tell you to keep me out of it? I’m assuming he’s the reason I even got this job in the first place.”

      Foy fidgeted with the ring on his finger. His fraternity ring. The same fraternity as Grant. “Grant didn’t get you the job. He simply asked me to put your résumé at the top of the pile. It wasn’t as if your grades and publications didn’t speak for themselves. But you of all people know that it’s not what you know, it’s who you know. We all need a little help sometimes.”

      Gideon leaned forward, steepling his fingers together. “Where does it end? Who are you to say who’s deserving of help and who’s not? You’ve got your finger on the scale, helping the rich stay rich. Why? Doesn’t hard work matter, and if it doesn’t, what’s the point of the entire educational system?”

      Foy shrugged, most likely just assuming Gideon was feeling philosophical since he’d just blackmailed them into giving him what he wanted. “Listen, the rich will always find a way to ensure they stay on top, keep the status quo and whatnot. Why shouldn’t we also profit from it? It’s going to happen with or without us. Companies like Tri-State will always ensure that rich kids have every advantage. We’re just lucky enough to profit from it as well.” When Gideon didn’t comment, the man seemed to try harder to find a way to spin himself into Robin Hood. “Look at it this way. By allowing a small percentage of rich kids to buy their way in, we’re allowing the larger percentage that earned their spots to have access to much better things. It’s like a donation with benefits. Everybody wins.”

      Gideon scoffed, wondering what Simmons thought of that bullshit answer. Gideon kept prodding, asking leading questions, while he watched Dover make phone calls and type out the letters Gideon had demanded. Foy, to Gideon’s surprise, never stopped talking once the floodgates opened. It was just like Rosalind—like, deep down, these people wanted somebody to know how clever they were. He seemed almost relieved to unburden himself of his knowledge of the operations, filling Gideon in on things even Rosalind hadn’t. Somewhere, there were several men in the back of a van doing a jig over Foy and his never-ending confession. Gideon almost felt guilty about how easy it was to get the men to roll over and give him everything he wanted.

      Letters in hand and an interview for Boston College secured, Gideon left Dover’s office, only then bothering to turn on his phone. He was at the van when a text message appeared from Cal.

      
        
        Alexa was hit by a car. She’s hurt bad.

        We’re with Des. Come quick.

      

      

      Gideon ripped the microphone off in the parking lot, knocking on the van door and tossing the device to the man at the door. He didn’t remember getting into his car. His mind raced at all the possibilities. How had Alexa gotten hit by a car? Did she escape her leash? Would she be alright? Gideon tried calling Cal, but his phone was going straight to voicemail.

      As soon as he got to the animal clinic, he turned off the car, leaving it in the middle of the parking lot. He crashed through the doors of the clinic, the smell of disinfectant knocking him back on his heels as the two young blonde women behind the counter gave him a startled look.

      “Gideon?”

      He turned to find Cal huddled in a chair in the far corner of the waiting room. His eyes went wide. Jesus. Had Cal been hit by the car as well? He rushed to him, getting on his knees in front of him to grip his face. Both eyes were black, his nose red and swollen, dried blood rimming his nostrils. He had a bruise on his left cheek, and both palms were filthy and shredded.

      “What the hell happened to you, baby?” he barked, not angry at Cal but furious that he’d failed to protect what was his.

      “Matteo,” Cal managed, looking exhausted, his eyes bloodshot from crying.

      “Matteo did this to you?” Gideon growled, already reaching for his phone. “I’m going to have this little bastard strung up by his testicles.”

      Cal shook his head. “Gideon, not now. Please. I don’t care about me. I just want to know Alexa’s okay. Can you please make them tell us if she’s okay? They won’t tell me anything,” Cal begged, his voice catching on a sob.

      Gideon nodded. He couldn’t handle seeing Cal’s tears. “Yes. Alright. I’ll go ask them, but then you and I are going to talk.”

      Gideon went to the front desk where the two young girls sat in scrubs. He’d met them once before when he’d brought Alexa for her microchip. “Can one of you please go back and get an update on Alexa? Callum is very upset, and it’s really not good for his blood sugar levels.”

      The girl gave Gideon a soft smile before nodding and disappearing through the swinging doors. He went back to Cal, noting the spots of blood on his white shirt. “Are you bleeding?”

      Cal looked down with dull eyes. “What? Oh, no. Matteo ripped out my sensor and insulin pump when he kicked me.”

      Gideon yanked up Cal’s shirt, running his fingers over the spots where Cal’s pump and sensor usually sat attached just below his skin. The small pieces of tape remained, but the devices as well as the catheters were gone, leaving two small puncture wounds. “He kicked you?” Gideon roared, causing the other patrons to glower at him, clutching their animals close. “He kicked you?” Gideon said again, quieter but still fuming.

      Cal nodded, his voice tired as he said, “He found me in the back lot throwing the ball to Alexa. I guess he didn’t see her in the bushes. He was mad that I got into Harvard. Turns out his family is broke thanks to my dad. He decided to take it out on my face. Alexa tried to defend me and got hurt.”

      “She’s going to be fine. You both are,” Gideon said, leaving no room for argument.

      Cal frantically shook his head. “You don’t know she’s going to be fine. You don’t know that. She looked so small and scared. She was bleeding from her nose.”

      Gideon just wanted to ease Cal’s mind. The boy had already been through so much. “You’re bleeding from your nose and you’re going to be just fine,” Gideon countered. The only one who wasn’t going to be fine was that little shit, Matteo. That kid was going to jail, even if Gideon had to join the force and arrest him himself. “Alexa is going to be okay. I’ll fly her to some fancy pants animal hospital by private helicopter if I have to.”

      Cal gave him a skeptical look but didn’t fight back.

      “When was the last time you checked your blood sugar? When did you eat last?”

      Cal shrugged. “A couple of hours ago.”

      “I have another testing kit and spare insulin pens in the car. As soon as we know Alexa is okay, we’ll check your sugars and go get you something to eat. You know you aren’t supposed to get worn out like this.”

      Before Cal could respond, Des pushed through the doors, wearing pale blue scrubs covered in blood and a white coat he’d clearly donned in an attempt to hide it. “She has two broken ribs and a lacerated spleen that I managed to stitch up. She also fractured her leg, so I had to set that. She’s still sedated, but barring any unforeseen issues like infection, she should be fine. I want to keep her here for a few nights to keep an eye on her.”

      Cal gave a dismayed cry. “She has to stay here? By herself? She’ll get scared. She’ll think she’s been abandoned.”

      Des shook his head. “I live right upstairs. I’ll make sure she’s not alone,” he promised. “Okay?”

      Cal studied the other man’s face before giving a hesitant nod. “Yeah, thanks.”

      Des gave Gideon a half wave and then turned and called for his next patient. Once the waiting room was quiet again, Gideon turned back to Cal, who was chewing on his bottom lip. “See? Everything’s going to be fine.”

      “Everything’s not going to be fine,” Cal cried, pushing Gideon out of the way and bolting out the door.

      The other pet owners stared at Gideon in confusion, but he could only sigh and follow Cal out the door. He didn’t have to go far to find him. Cal had run out of steam next to Gideon’s car, his hands covering his face as he sagged against the passenger door.

      “What’s wrong with you today?” Gideon asked, wrapping his arms around the boy and pulling him close.

      “I got my email from Harvard while I was sitting in there waiting for them to tell me whether Alexa would live or die,” Cal said, like he’d just received his own death sentence.

      “That’s a good thing,” Gideon reminded him. “Harvard was all you ever wanted, remember?”

      “It’s not, though. Not now,” Cal said, voice thick. “It’s supposed to be a good thing. The best thing. I’ve wanted to go to Harvard since I was a kid, since my mom let me wear her t-shirts as sleep shirts when I was little. Then she died and it became something I needed, not just wanted. I needed Harvard to be close to her, to have something I shared with her, but now, I have you. You and Alexa. And that means Harvard has a great big black cloud hanging over it because gaining Harvard means I lose you guys.”

      “But th—”

      Cal cut him off. “Don’t tell me there’s holidays and vacations. I don’t want to only see you guys on vacations. I don’t want to only talk to you via FaceTime with some dumb roommate eavesdropping on our conversations. I want to go to bed with you every night and wake up with you every morning and eat breakfast together and cook naked and get punished every night and have you fuck me awake some mornings.” Cal’s voice cracked as he asked, “What if you find somebody else or realize you’re better off without me?”

      Gideon couldn’t stop himself from laughing, but watching Cal’s face crumple into tears stole his delight. “Stop. Please, don’t cry. You’re not losing me or Alexa. We’re coming with you. That’s what I’ve been trying to put into place. I’m going to sublet the loft, and we’ll find a place together in Boston, if that’s what you want. If not, Alexa and I can find our own place and you can stay in the dorms and have your real college exper—”

      Cal shook his head. “No. No. No. I don’t want dorms and keg parties. I want you. Just you. Just us. You, me, and Alexa. Our own little family.”

      Their own little family. Gideon couldn’t ever have dared to dream of a life where he had everything he’d ever wanted, but Cal was it. Cal was everything. It seemed hard to believe. So little time had passed since they met, but it felt like a lifetime in some ways and no time at all in others. Gideon just wanted as much time as possible. Whatever time Cal was willing to give him.

      “Are you certain, little bird?” Gideon asked, praying Cal didn’t change his mind.

      “I’ve never been certainer,” Cal said with a giddy laugh.

      “More certain,” Gideon corrected.

      “Whatever. Just kiss me, Daddy.”

      Gideon kissed him hard. “Don’t forget who gives the orders around here.”

      “As if I could,” Cal said with a wistful sigh.
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      “Where are we going?” Cal asked again for the tenth time since they’d left the hotel.

      “For the one millionth time, it’s a surprise.”

      “Haven’t you given me enough surprises this weekend?” Cal asked, gazing down at the simple black band on his left finger.

      Gideon had given Cal a new bracelet, one made of titanium. The front held the coordinates to the hotel, but on the back it read, Forever mine. G. Like Cal’s ID bracelet, it took a special tool to remove it. A tool only Gideon had. Cal had thought that was the end of the surprises, but this morning, Cal had woken to Gideon on one knee beside the bed and an open ring box. When Cal had questioned Gideon, he’d simply said, “The bracelet is so you know you’re mine forever. The ring is so you know I’m yours too.”

      It all seemed so surreal. Cal was engaged. Gideon wanted to spend their lives together. It seemed like a million years ago when he’d sat in the car on that rainy night with Bastian, talking over how he was going to make it through just one night with Gideon. Now, he couldn’t imagine spending even one night without him.

      Boston was everything Cal had hoped for. The classes were challenging, the weather was sometimes treacherous, but he and Gideon had carved out a place for themselves. They had a ridiculously overpriced apartment in Harvard Square within walking or biking distance to both colleges and had adopted another dog, a tiny pug named Tinkerbell. A month ago, they’d also adopted a kitten named Montague. They walked Alexa and Tink together every morning and every night, then Gideon graded papers while Cal sat on the floor and did his homework.

      Some people probably thought their life was boring, but for every night of early bedtimes for finals, there was over-the-knee spankings, remote controlled sex toys, and Gideon fucking Cal against the window of their bedroom. Their sex life was anything but boring. They’d been together almost two years now, and Gideon was still the sexiest man Cal had ever seen up close.

      The summer after graduation, Gideon had taken Cal to Italy to celebrate, but this year, they’d opted to stay home with their menagerie of animals. While all of Cal’s friends were taking trips to Mexico and Costa Rica, Gideon and Cal had spent an entire month naked, fucking on every surface of their apartment with Cal screaming, “Fuck me, Daddy,” until the neighbors complained and the landlord left them a very stern letter that had sent Cal into spasms of laughter. He kept it in a drawer with all his other keepsakes of their relationship. The next door neighbors still gave Cal and Gideon dirty looks whenever they caught sight of them in the hall.

      Boston was perfect. Their lives together felt perfect, even when they fought about laundry and who forgot to start the dishwasher, there was never fear of this being the end. Boston felt like home to Cal, which is why Cal didn’t understand why Gideon had brought him back to their old town—back to Roosevelt—where every bad thing had happened to him. Every bad thing but meeting Gideon.

      After they’d left the hotel, Cal had expected to hit the highway. Instead, they’d grabbed burgers and fries at a drive-thru and headed farther into town, detouring back to the place that still appeared in most of Cal’s nightmares.

      “Why are we here?” Cal asked again, linking his fingers through Gideon’s on the console between them.

      Gideon glanced over and smiled. “You are relentless and impossible to surprise.”

      “Well, other than last night, the only surprises I’ve ever gotten usually involved me being punched in the face, either literally or metaphorically, so yeah, surprises aren’t really my thing.”

      Cal’s apprehension grew as they rounded the corner where Roosevelt’s campus once loomed. But it was gone. The huge iron gate that once surrounded the school was still there, but the buildings were gone, razed to the ground. “Oh, my God.”

      Gideon nodded. “They demolished it. The whole thing. They’re turning it into a swanky cineplex with heated seats and tickets that cost more than the opera.”

      The fallout from the scandal still wasn’t over. Deals had been struck as the justice department took out one person after another, each of them falling like dominoes until only one man was holding the bag for the entire operation—the one who owned Tri-State, a man whose name Cal had never heard before. But that didn’t mean the others had gotten away scot-free. Most of the people who’d sat on Roosevelt’s board had received house arrest, and many had been forced to pay astronomical fines and restitution. All of them had their assets frozen and found themselves trying to live off the kindness of their family members.

      As Gideon pulled away from the curb, Cal thought he would feel some kind of vindication, but, in the end, none of it mattered. Cal picked up his milkshake and took a big gulp. “I’m glad it’s all gone and they can’t use the school as a weapon anymore, but this isn’t really our home. None of these people matter.”

      They drove a few blocks, and then Gideon stopped once more. “Are you sure none of these people matter?”

      Cal frowned as he looked out the window at a sea of people in ugly orange jumpsuits picking up garbage. Gideon rolled down the window for Cal to get a better look. It took him a moment to realize what Gideon wanted him to see, but when he saw it, he smiled. Maybe it was petty or mean to revel in somebody else’s misery when he was so happy, but the sight of Matteo Cruz, picking up garbage on the road in his government issued jailhouse jumpsuit, made his heart flutter. Especially when he looked up and locked eyes with Cal.

      It had taken a full year for Matteo’s court date for aggravated battery, but in the end, he’d ended up with five hundred hours of community service.

      “No. You’re right. It’s good to have closure,” Cal said, slurping the last bit of his milkshake before tossing the cup at Matteo’s feet.

      Gideon rolled up the window, giving Cal a stern look. “You just littered.”

      Cal blinked up at Gideon, fluttering his lashes. “Oops. Sorry, Daddy.”

      Gideon narrowed his eyes. “You sure don’t sound sorry.”

      As they pulled onto the highway, Cal leaned into Gideon’s space, pressing his lips against his ear. “Find a place to pull over on the highway, and let me show you just how sorry I am.”

      Gideon chuckled. “Are you trying to bribe me into not punishing you?”

      Cal shook his head. “No. I just want to suck your cock on the side of the road before you punish me.”

      Gideon tsked. “The last time I let you talk me into road-head, I ended up with tickets for speeding, reckless endangerment, and indecent exposure.”

      Cal laughed, remembering the look on the trooper’s face. “Yeah, but that’s because you told me to blow you while you were driving. This time, we’ll stop first.” Cal slipped his hands between Gideon’s thighs, cupping his cock through his jeans. “I guess I could just jerk you off the whole way home… It’s only, what? A three hour drive? Think you can focus on the road for that long?”

      “You are pushing your luck, you little tease. Don’t think for a second I won’t pull off on the next exit and get a room just to spank your bottom until you beg me to stop.”

      Cal gasped in mock horror. “No. Please. Don’t,” he muttered, deadpan.

      “That’s it. Just remember, you asked for it, dirty boy.”

      Gideon stepped on the gas, cutting across two lanes of traffic to exit the freeway. Only once they left the highway did they realize they were in the middle of nowhere.

      Cal looked around at the deserted road and lonely country gas station, his hand still groping Gideon’s cock. “I don’t think there’s a hotel around here, Daddy.”

      Gideon shrugged. “I’ll improvise.”

      They drove until Gideon saw two barely there tire tracks disappearing into the thick grove of trees and vines. How had they gotten so far from the city in just two exits? Gideon didn’t seem too interested in finding out. He freed his cock before he even undid his seatbelt. “Come here.”

      Cal gaped at him. “You’re really willing to die for this blowjob, huh?”

      “Shut up and suck my cock before somebody shows up with a shotgun,” Gideon said, his hand fisting in Cal’s hair.

      Cal cackled wildly, getting onto his knees to try to bypass the center console, his ass in the air. He closed his lips around Gideon, sucking deep before pulling off to say, “Okay, but promise me if you hear banjo music, you’ll just floor it, okay?”

      “Callum,” Gideon growled.

      Cal cackled once more. “What?” He waved his left hand in the air. “It’s too late to return me.”

      Gideon gave a sigh, reclining his seat. “I wouldn’t dream of it. Watch your teeth.”

      “Yes, Daddy.”

      

      
        
        the end
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      Thank you for reading Disciplinary Action! I hope you enjoyed Cal’s and Gideon’s story. If you did, it would be great if you could:

      
        	Help other people find this book by writing a review. Other great places to leave reviews are Goodreads and Bookbub!

        	Sign up for my newsletter so you can keep up to date with news about my WIPs and upcoming releases. Subscribers will also receive Where the Devil Don’t Go, a Daddy-kink weekly serial told from the perspective of a human slave and the demon he promised himself to.

        	Follow me on social media! You can find all my links here.

        	Visit my website. There, you’ll find links to all my books along with a shop for signed copies and book-related merch.

      

      

      
        
        Want to read more books by me? Turn the page to see what else I’ve written…
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        By day, he’s the spoiled youngest son of an eccentric billionaire. By night, he’s an unrepentant killer...

      

      

      
        
        “I thought you’d be a lot…rougher.”

        Gauntlet thrown.

        Adam slapped Noah’s face just hard enough to get his attention, carding his hands through his hair and yanking it back to look him in the eye. “Careful what you wish for.”

      

      

      
        
        Read now!

      

      

      
        
        “This book will flay you open, expose you to horror upon horror, and then put you back together with nothing more than hope and "maybe love". In other words, it is pure genius!” — Amazon review

        

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        “Damn that was hot and so well executed!” — Amazon review
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        “I seriously didn't think I could love her writing any more than I already do. I'm so glad to be wrong!” — Amazon review
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        What he really lacks is discipline.

      

      

      
        
        “Oh, God,” Wyatt moaned.

        “Daddy will do,” Linc said around a smirk. “Tell me when you’re close. Understand?”

      

      

      
        
        Read now!

      

      

      
        
        “Amazing characters? Check. Great story? Check. Super sexy? CHECK!” — Amazon review
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        “This is probably one of my favorite books this year.” — Amazon review
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        “Absolutely amazing story and I wouldn’t hesitate to recommend it.” — Amazon review
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        On the inside, it’s guilty until proven innocent.

      

      

      
        
        “I can protect myself. If you weren’t here, I’d find some way to survive, but I see you and I don’t want to be alone. I don’t want to fight alone. I see you and I just…want you.”

      

      

      
        
        Read now!

      

      

      
        
        “Angsty, sexy and riveting to read.” — Goodreads review

        

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        “Once you start it, you won’t want to put it down.” — Goodreads review
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        “The perfect balance of a strong plot, great characters with real depth and some really hot and heavy sexy times.”  — Goodreads review
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        Jonah taught Cas a million ways to protect his body but not one to protect his heart.

      

      

      
        
        “We all got into this game knowing the retirement plan is usually a bullet to the back of the head.”

      

      

      
        
        Read now!

      

      

      
        
        “Bad Habits brings together two of my favorite authors and the resulting synergy created one of my favorite books of the year.” — Amazon review
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        “This book was DIFFERENT!! A departure from the formula we all know and love, it was tense, gritty, dark, and VERY hot!!!” — Amazon review
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        “Sweet, steamy and packed with action. It is definitely worth your time and money.”  — Amazon review
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        Henry finds himself in a magical world where humans are at the bottom of the food chain and he’s somehow caught the eye of the Goblin King…

      

      

      
        
        A taboo M/M Labyrinth retelling.

        Available exclusively on Patreon.

      

      

      
        
        www.patreon.com/OnleyJames
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      Thank you so much for reading Disciplinary Action. I hope you loved reading Cal’s and Gideon’s story as much as I loved writing it. 

      For teasers, mini-fics, updates, and extras, visit my website and sign up for my newsletter where you can find my current weekly serial, Where the Devil Don’t Go, a kinky Daddy book about an ancient demon with a pain kink and the human slave boy who just happens to be a masochist. You’ll gain access to any previous chapters when you sign up. And if you really, really love my books and want to read them before anybody else as well as gain access to things like signed paperbacks, upcoming books as I write them, or four chapters of my newsletter serial dropped at the beginning of each month instead of weekly, consider joining my Patreon. Oh, and you also get merch sent to you throughout the year!

      I love to interact with you guys, so you can always hit me up on any of my social media accounts, like my Facebook Group: Onley's Oubliette, where you can meet other readers and have access to exclusive giveaways. You can find me literally everywhere. I love talking to readers.

      If you did love this book, it would be amazing if you could take a minute to review it. Reviews are like gold for authors. 

      

      Thank you again for reading. 
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      ONLEY JAMES is the pen name of YA author, Martina McAtee, who lives in Central Florida with her children, her pitbull, her weiner dog, and an ever-growing collection of shady looking cats. She splits her time between writing YA LGBT paranormal romances and writing adult m/m romances.

      When not at her desk, you can find her mainlining Starbucks refreshers, whining about how much she has to do, and avoiding the things she has to do by binge-watching unhealthy amounts of television in one sitting. She loves ghost stories, true crime documentaries, obsessively scrolling social media, and writing kinky, snarky books about men who fall in love with other men.

      

      
        
        Find her online at:

        www.onleyjames.com

      

      

      
        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: Twitter icon] Twitter

        [image: Instagram icon] Instagram

        [image: Pinterest icon] Pinterest

        [image: Patreon icon] Patreon

        [image: Goodreads icon] Goodreads
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