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 Chapter One 
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    There was a time when I loved ramen noodles. I seriously could have eaten them for every meal as a child. I remembered begging for the things, mostly because I'd learned from a kid in my class that you could snort one up your nose and hack it out of your mouth and then floss it. 
 
    On an aside, that was also how I discovered my gag reflex, and what ramen looked like in throw up form. I'd since then lost that gag reflex, but the necessity for that was a life I was hoping to forget.  
 
    Back when ramen was the meal of choice for me––even after I threw it up all over Levi Willis's kitchen––I was a kid which pretty much meant I was an idiot, and eating them for every meal was a privilege, not a necessity.  
 
    I could honestly say as an adult who could only afford ramen, it had lost its luster. I certainly didn't feel privileged, and if I ever got to a point where I could afford real food, I'd never eat ramen again. 
 
    Buuuttt, at least I was going to make it through another month's rent. Which was good, because the landlord fucking terrified me. Not in the "he might kill me and hide me in the desert" way, but in the "he might take payment in the form of my body" way… whether I was on board or not.  
 
    I'd been down that road before. There was no receipt for your payment, and the price was always changing. That had, incidentally, been the beginning of a five-year career from hell, and the life I was trying to forget. 
 
    I knew I was paying a ridiculous amount for rent. Brian hadn't even pretended like he didn't know how absurd the price was, but I had absolutely zero credit, no previous renting experience––well, not any that I could put on a renter's application––and there was no way I could let anyone from this town talk to anyone in the place where I was from.  
 
    I was just going to have to deal with paying three quarters of my paycheck––including tips––to a man whose door I had to sneak by every time I came and went, so I didn't have to worry about talking to him, because he gave me the fucking creeps, and that was saying a lot considering my past. 
 
    I ate my ramen while staring out the window in the kitchen, since it had the best view. It was of an old field that currently doubled as a home for four whole cows and a junk yard for the old man who lived next door, since he was all the time collecting old junk that neither he nor anyone else was ever going to do anything with.  
 
    Yep. That was the best view. The one out of my bedroom window was of my landlord's bedroom window… which was why I never looked out through it and had actually duct taped the curtains to the wall so there was absolutely no way the man could see in mine at night because he sure as fuck didn't utilize his curtains, and I never, ever, ever wanted to see him stroking his meat again.  
 
    I developed ED for like a whole month after that fiasco. Seriously, I was starting to think I might have been traumatized, because at twenty-two, wasn't I guaranteed at least one random erection a day? It seemed like the only time I ever got hard anymore was when I was around my boss which was inconvenient as hell. 
 
    My sexy, sometimes grouchy boss with the gorgeous ass, pretty blue eyes, and strong, capable hands that would be the perfect accessory for my body. I'd lost count of the number of times I'd popped an inappropriate boner because he did something unconsciously sexy… like breathe. 
 
    Seriously. Manda tended to bitch about the aprons Luther insisted we wore, but she'd clearly never had to hide a woody. She didn't understand how uncomfortable it could be to walk up to a booth table and have someone's grandma eye her junk because Luther put his hand on her hip when he squeezed behind her in the crowded space, and it was close enough to the fantasy she'd had of him that very morning, bending her over in the shower, that she was suddenly pointing things out without the use of her hands. 
 
    The only other window in my apartment was in the living room, and the only purpose it served was so I could look and see who was knocking on the door, but even that wasn't necessary since the only person who ever knocked on that door was my horrible landlord. It faced the long cinderblock wall that basically made it necessary for anyone coming or going from my apartment to have to walk in front of Brian's including me, since it capped off, not leaving an exit on my end, and the damn thing was eight foot and covered with an awning. 
 
    I wasn't sure if that had been the original game plan, but it was definitely the reason I had gotten excellent at closing the door quietly and sneaking by like I'd stolen something.  
 
    When I was done eating, I washed my bowl––important because it was one of two that I had––and grabbed my bag, jacket and the envelope on the old bookshelf by the door that had actually been there when I moved in, and eased open the front door, peeking outside. As usual at one in the afternoon, it didn't look like Brian was up, so I eased the door shut and snuck down the walkway that ended at the end of my structure and passed directly in front of both ofdoors.  
 
    There was a walkway that went between the two buildings too, but just like with the other, it ended abruptly with another cinderblock wall right at the edge of the units. Sometimes, I absolutely felt like I was stuck. I had to wonder the legality of any of it, since the back door to my building was boarded shut and it all kinda seemed like a fire hazard, but I had a feeling we were far enough outside the city limits for that to never be an issue that came up… unless someone found a body or something, and somehow when I looked around this place, I felt like that was a real possibility. 
 
    I quietly slipped the envelope under the door that contained my rent check. At first, Brian had tried to say he only took cash, but I wasn't an idiot. He'd take a check because he wanted money, and I needed to have records saying I paid him. A man like that would have no problem pretending he never received payment. 
 
    The café was a thirty-minute walk from where I lived, and in the summer it had been hot as hell, but the trade-off for the cooler weather was how early it got dark. Working the one-to-eight shift had meant walking to work during the hottest part of the day, and in the winter, it meant a chilly walk home… in the dark. It wasn't ideal, but I'd definitely worked under far more dangerous conditions, and I'd take a chance of running into a wild animal over dealing with johns who thought that if they paid you to have sex with them, it meant that they owned you and could do anything they wanted. I fully understood those dangers. I had the scars to prove it. 
 
    I pushed through the back door to the café, sighing in relief when I didn't see Luther at the grill before making my way over to the cubby where we all stored our stuff. I still had about twenty minutes until I could clock in, and I fully intended to spend them sitting at the picnic table outside, enjoying the fresh, slightly crisp air. 
 
    It wasn't that I didn't like Luther. The opposite was actually true. I had a ridiculous crush on the grumpy older man, but I was doing that smart thing grown-ups did when they kept themselves out of the path of temptation. I couldn't afford to spend any more time with Luther Hawkins and his stern, boss me harder looks, especially, because I now knew that he left full meals inside an ice chest in containers behind the diner for people who might not be able to afford food, and he had a completely different menu for one of the ladies that came in here all the time because she was going through chemo for breast cancer, and had a hard time with certain foods. 
 
    I was completely and pathetically out of my element with him, but I had the unfortunate problem of gravitating in his direction any time he was in the same room with me. He was like a fucking magnet, and it was just better for my body and my heart… and my fucking sanity, if there was at least a block and a half between us.  
 
    Incidentally, Luther lived a block and a half away from the café in an adorable little cottage-style, blue-gray with white trim house. Most days, he worked until about four before leaving, which meant I was only a walking erection for about three hours of my work day, but there had been a few times when I'd switched shifts with Manda and ended up being his only help from nine to four, and I was pretty sure on those days, I'd qualified for the platinum package in heaven, because somehow, my ass managed not to hump anything the whole time. 
 
    It was a little chilly when I climbed up on the picnic table and lay out on my back, closing my eyes, but the sun beating down on my dark jeans and black jacket actually felt amazing, and I sighed, feeling very catlike. 
 
    I must have fallen asleep, because the next thing I knew, there was a deep voice in my ear, making me jump, my eyes popping open to the sight of Luther leaning over me, his expression as dry as ever. 
 
    "Your shift starts in two minutes," he said, his eyes moving over my face assessing.  What are you doing out here sleeping?" 
 
    He probably thought I was high or something. He definitely wouldn't be the first person to think that way about me. 
 
    I closed my eyes, smirking. "Waiting for you to come by and kiss me awake, duh. I can pick the spot, or you can." I yelled out, grabbing on to the picnic table and half sitting up as the thing violently rocked beside me.  
 
    Luther had lifted one side of the thing and dropped it back down. His hands still gripped the edges, and he had an eyebrow raised, clearly prepared to do it again if I didn't get moving. 
 
    "Damn!" I said, sitting up all the way and spinning until my thigh hit his hip, and then I slid off, dragging my leg against him. "That's hot. I bet you throw all the pretty boys around." 
 
    For an answer, he just blinked at me with that unimpressed expression he used on me all the time. Meanwhile, my dick was hard again before I even hit the back door, and my thigh was tingling where I'd rubbed it along his hip. 
 
    See. I can't even help myself. I can't stay away from the man. I desperately need professional care. 
 
    Luther came in not far behind me, and I quickly donned my apron before I even clocked in, needing the protection. 
 
    Byrum, and his sweet boyfriend were sitting in one of my booths. They were such a sweet couple. Always touching and staring into each other's eyes like nobody else was in the room. They'd kept their relationship a secret for a little while, since Jefferson's past had made him leery about coming out in a small town, but in the end, this little town had surprised a lot of us.  
 
    In all honesty, I was pretty sure people cared less about the fact that they were two men, and more about the fact that Byrum was so much older. He actually had a son that wasn't much younger than Jefferson, but the way they were together, it was impossible to believe that they were meant for anyone except each other. 
 
    I made my way over to their table just as Sam and Cutter slid into their seats on the other side, Cutter's face bright red and looking miserable as he dropped his forehead to his crossed arms that were resting on the tabletop while Sam laughed so hard there were actual tears coming out of his eyes. 
 
    I was going to guess embarrassment or fever, but I was taking Sam's utter enjoyment to mean the first. I smirked, shaking my head. I had a feeling this had to do with the cute little redhead who worked at the feed store and how he practically ran for the back room anytime he saw Cutter coming. That was usually what Sam was teasing the poor man about. 
 
    Cutter was a very handsome man, but he was… well, he could honestly look downright terrifying sometimes, and I got the impression Henley wasn't used to positive attention. Cutter was way past the age to be stuffing people in lockers at thirty-nine, but I had no doubt Henley got flashbacks to terrifying treks down the hallway in high school every time he saw Cutter walk in those doors. 
 
    "What can I get you guys?" I asked, tapping Sam on top of his cowboy hat with my order pad as he continued to laugh at poor Cutter.  
 
    I liked this group. They always gave me a reason to laugh, even when the grumpy one joined them. They were a pretty good example of what it looked like to never grow up, since aside from Jefferson, they were all over the age of thirty-five and still rough-housed and picked on each other like some of the high school students that came in here at three thirty and didn't leave until we closed. 
 
    "Do you guys have hot chocolate?" Jefferson asked, snuggling into Byrum's side like he was trying to get warmth from the man. "I need to thaw out. I swear it dropped like fifteen degrees in two minutes." 
 
    My head snapped to the window, and I blinked at the sight of the branches of the trees dancing far too overenthusiastically in the winds that had apparently picked up dramatically since I walked inside.  
 
    Shit. I didn't check the weather in preparation for the evening because the weatherman had said the cold front wasn't supposed to come in until Friday, so all I brought was a second hoodie to put on over the hoodie I'd worn to work. It had worked perfectly the last few nights, but the winds had been calm then. Something told me the walk home was going to be cold as fuck. 
 
    I sighed, before squaring my shoulder and putting on my best fake smile. There was nothing to be done about it now. I was just going to have to endure it, but worrying right then wasn't going to change anything. 
 
    "So, a round of hot chocolates?" I asked, smirking when Jefferson snuggled a little further into Byrum's side. 
 
    "And a large vat for my feet, please." Sam said, giving me a short, goofy nod. 
 
    "Turkey pan okay?"  
 
    Cutter snorted, rolling his eyes. "No. Have you seen the size of his feet?" 
 
    I couldn't say that I had. I leaned back, looking under the table and blinked at the feet in question, my eyes widening slightly. They truly were oddly large. Sam was probably six three or six four, but looking at his feet, I'd have expected him to be a little closer to seven feet.  
 
    "Maybe a trough, then?" 
 
    "You know what they say," Sam said, wagging his eyebrows at me when I looked back up at his face. 
 
    I was fairly sure Sam was straight, though I honestly didn't know for sure, but he was a fun-loving goofy guy, and didn't seem to have any problem with harmlessly flirting with me, though I had never suspected there was an attraction there, and though he was a gorgeous man, he didn't do anything for me either.  
 
    Apparently, bossy and intense with a high level of patience and tolerance were what did it for me. 
 
    "I don't," I said, smirking as I leaned all the way down, putting my elbows on the table and blinking at him. "Tell me what they say." 
 
    Sam smirked also, leaning forward. "They say––  
 
    "He can only wear clown shoes," Cutter said, bumping Sam's shoulder hard enough to almost send him flying out of the booth. 
 
    We all laughed, even Sam who recovered his seat and shoved Cutter against the wall. I stood, shaking my head, and tapping my pad against my palm. "Do you guys want to order food now, or do you need a minute?"  
 
    As usual, they all ordered right then. They probably weren't in a huge hurry, because of the weather, but they always ordered the same thing, and they did have a bunch left to do if the conversation going on around the person who was ordering was any indication. 
 
    I was still smiling as I headed back behind the counter to put in their order and make the hot chocolate, and my eyes caught Luther's as he placed an order in the window. 
 
    Eight and a half months working in this café, and my stomach still flipped every time I got caught up in his intense gaze. It was almost like he was trying to read me from the inside out sometimes. I always wondered what he saw when he looked at me.  
 
    Did he see a ridiculous flirt that flitted around, laughing and taking nothing serious, or did he actually see the man who latched on to any amount of laughter and acceptance he could find, pulling it into himself and saving it for when he went home alone with nobody to even text or call or email? 
 
    Did he see the teal hair and slightly worn clothes and think I was a punk who didn't care about anything, or did he see the man who needed to change something physical to go with all the other changes in his life and had to shop at the thrift store for every piece of clothing he owned so he could even eat the ramen he hated so much? 
 
    In a way, I hoped he could see everything that I really was, and in a way, I hoped he couldn't. 
 
    I was so focused on those intense blue eyes that were never the first to look away, I gasped in surprise when a hand latched on to my wrist, and just barely stopped myself from punching a customer in the face. 
 
    The life I lived before didn't allow for the flight part of a fear response since by the time you knew things were going wrong, you weren't necessarily in the position for anything but fight. 
 
    Forcing my body to relax since I wasn't in any danger, I turned my attention to the man who'd grabbed my wrist, ready for what I was sure was probably going to be a request for more coffee… and somehow didn't curl my lip in disgust as I looked down into the face of Randle Paige. 
 
    "You're always flirting with the cowboys," he said, dropping my wrist like he was disgusted by me. "You got a thing for cowboy hats? I bet that plays right into your little gay fantasies, doesn't it?" 
 
    I glanced up at the cowboy hat sitting on his head. The one I'd never really seen him wear before, frowning. I'd only ever seen him in a beat-up ball cap, but here he was sporting a black felt hat like he was going to a formal, or something and asking me if cowboy hats did it for me.  
 
    I'd be flattered if he wasn't such a fucking dick. He was closeted and mean. 
 
    "Hi, Randle," I said, batting my eyelashes and giving him a snarky smile. "Long time no see. I was beginning to wonder if you stopped wanting to be my friend because I wouldn't blow you in the bathroom. I told you I'd just gotten a filling. I was worried I'd bite your dick off or something. I was only looking out for you." 
 
    I said that last part quiet enough that only he, the two friends he was sitting with, and I, could hear it, not wanting the cute little old lady digging something out of her purse and putting it up on the counter to have a heart attack.  
 
    Huh. Did she just pull that big ass 357 out of her purse? If she shot that thing, it'd blow her backwards about ten feet. The only reason I knew that was because in the months that I'd been working here, one of our regulars had made it his mission to teach me all he knew about guns. It was all very interesting, but I still had no interest in owning one. I'd be more than happy to stun gun the shit out of someone, but I just wasn't sure I could shoot anyone… even in self-defense. 
 
    Randle's face turned a deep shade of red that made me wonder if his blood pressure was maybe a bit too high for someone in their mid-twenties, and he practically snarled at me, but we both knew he'd actually asked me to blow him in the bathroom of the café one night about fifteen minutes before closing. I'd really told him I'd rather blow Mr. Sizemore's prized cactus that sat in the middle of his living room, but I was pretending to be nice here. 
 
    "You are a worthless, disgusting piece of shit," he growled, standing up quickly and stomping over to the door, his friends sighing and getting up a little more slowly to follow him. I'm sure that wasn't the first time he'd stormed out of some place, pissed off. The man had a horrible temper to go along with his horrible personality.  
 
    Rolling my eyes, I turned toward the hot chocolate station, sighing. "Tell me something I don't know," I said, trying to remind myself that I was trying to live right. I might be failing pretty hard at nearly every aspect, but at least I was trying. 
 
    "Excuse me?" Luther said from the window, startling me since he was less than three feet from me, and I hadn't even noticed him there watching me. 
 
    "Shit," I snapped, reaching up to grab my chest. "Why the hell do people keep scaring me?" 
 
    I'd seen Luther irritated. I'd seen him bossy and intense, but I couldn't say that I'd ever seen the fury in his eyes that I was seeing just then. It made the light-blue irises look even brighter, and my heart raced.  
 
    "Let me tell you something about Randle Paige," he growled. "I absolutely believe that he asked you to blow him. The man checks out other men's asses all the time, but he is terrified someone is going to find out, so he's constantly making homophobic jokes that even some of his buddies don't think is funny. He once got so drunk at Talia's Bar, he was half passed out throwing up in his own lap back in the corner by himself because he made a rude joke about one of his friends' sisters that implied she was overweight, and they all left his ass. That wasn't the first or the last time I saw him sitting at the bar alone because he is an asshole who nobody can stand to be around for very long. A man like Randle Paige does not get to tell you anything. There is nothing worthless, disgusting or shitty about you, and he definitely doesn't get a say in that. Do you understand me?" 
 
    I gave him a big, wide-eyed nod, my heart swelling at the thought that he was so pissed off on my behalf. I didn't deserve it and if he knew the truth about me, he'd never say something so nice to me again, but I couldn't deny that I appreciated it.  
 
    I cleared my throat, giving him a sassy smirk. "So, what I'm hearing is that you go to the bar a lot. If you're lonely, I'd be happy to keep you company, Luther." 
 
    The anger cleared from his face as he watched me and he sighed, shaking his head. "Get your table's hot chocolate before poor Jefferson climbs in Byrum's coat with him." 
 
    "I love your bossy voice. It hits me right where it counts." I leaned closer to the window, so I could whisper and be heard, raising my hand so he could see it and pointing down. "Down there." 
 
    Luther reached up and dinged the bell right in my face, making me laugh. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
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    Clark's phone dinged for what felt like the thousandth time since we'd locked the front doors of the café five minutes ago. I'd been steadily going about all the closing duties, wanting to get out of there as soon as possible because I knew it was going to be cold as hell walking home, and it was only going to get colder into the night. 
 
    Clark had started to pull trash, but he'd been working on the can by the register for about three minutes. I guess it was hard to text back and forth with your girlfriend and pull trash at the same time.  
 
    "You got this?" Clark asked suddenly as I started sweeping under the chairs. "I gotta go light Darla's pilot light. It's supposed to drop another ten degrees before nine." 
 
    "Is pilot light a euphemism?" I asked, looking around the room at everything that still needed to be done. It would be close to nine before I got out of here. 
 
    "A what?" But he didn't even bother to wait for an answer to either of the questions, just took off toward the back.  
 
    Sighing, I let my chin drop to my chest for a moment before getting back to sweeping. Thankfully, there had only been one customer in the café when it closed, and he was waiting on a to-go order, so we were able to get the remainder of the tables wiped down along with the counter, and the chairs put up. All that was really left was sweeping, mopping and finishing up the trash.  
 
    By nine, I was tired and beyond ready to be home, but there was still a thirty-minute walk ahead of me, and when I stepped outside with the trash, locking the door behind me, I shivered as the cold wrapped itself around my body almost immediately. 
 
    "Shit," I whispered. "This is going to be brutal." 
 
    It was fucking brutal. At about the halfway point, I almost threw myself onto the mercy of the coyotes screaming not far from the road I was walking down. Or at least, they sounded like they weren't that far, but those damn things were so loud sometimes they were probably half a mile away. I wasn't sure how easy it would be for them to bite through my skin with how fucking cold I was. It would be like gnawing on ice. I was frozen meat. 
 
    When I reached the walkway in front of my apartment, I crouched low, sneaking past the window. My hand was nearly frozen, so working my keys out of my pocket was a bit of a challenge, but I finally managed, and I wanted to cry a little when I got the door open, fully prepared to be greeted by the warmth of my apartment. 
 
    There wasn't much warmth. I whimpered, making my way to the thermostat, wondering when the hell I'd turned the thing off, but the switch was clearly flipped to heat, and when I pushed the up arrow, the set temperature was sixty-nine while the actual room temperature read forty. 
 
    I turned it off, hitting and holding the reset button, waiting for the display to blink, letting me know it had reset, and then I flipped the switch back to heat… Nothing.  
 
    I knew there wasn't a pilot light since the system was electric, and the lamp in the living room was on, so I knew the electricity was working.  
 
    Making my way to the kitchen, I dug some batteries out, hoping changing the batteries on the thermostat would fix the issue, but that didn't work either, and the last thing I wanted to do was get Brian involved by going over and letting him know something was up.  
 
    Deciding I'd just have to drag every extra blanket out and deal with it the next day, I took a shower, thawing out in the warm spray and staying in there until the hot water ran out.  
 
    I managed to stay warm through most of the night, but by the next morning, I knew there was no way I was going to be able to make it through another night like that without being so cold I wouldn't be able to sleep, and no sleep meant not being able to do my job efficiently. 
 
    After writing a note to Brian about my heater being broken, I grabbed both hoodies and my thicker jacket and piled on the clothing, throwing sweats on over my jeans for an extra layer until I got to work.  
 
    The news was saying that the temperature would be dropping again, and that we could expect freezing rain sometime in the morning which meant I'd be skating home that night, and I'd have to watch out for people driving so they didn't slide off the road and take me out.  
 
    I sighed. I didn't normally allow myself to get bummed about the condition of my life. I'd chosen to go this direction because my previous life was dangerous, and it was actually pretty amazing that I'd lasted as long as I did like that without getting on drugs or murdered, but I'd been tempting fate there toward the end, and if I wanted a future, I had to get away from that life, but there were times, like this, when I remembered that I always had a way around and a warm bed to climb into every night… even if it was a hotel bed. I always had extra money to buy clothes and good food. 
 
    In those moments, I could probably talk myself out of remembering the fear I felt in that room with that last john. I could convince myself that he was just one guy. I could talk myself back into that life if I dwelled too long on the negative in this one. 
 
    I left the apartment, groaning the moment the freezing breeze hit my face. I slipped the note under Brian's door and headed out, whining when I left the shelter of the wall that protected the walkway from the gusting wind. 
 
    I was about ten minutes into the walk of misery, my ungloved hands in my pockets and my face tucked as far down into my jacket as I could get it, when the rain started.  
 
    Definitely one of those days. 
 
    I knew I needed to get to the thrift store on the other side of town for gloves and possibly a space heater for the night just in case my heater couldn't be fixed, but the thought of going those extra blocks almost made me cry. Like I seriously was about to start sobbing. I was cold and tired, and I wasn't completely sure that my nose was even still on my face. I hadn't felt it in a while. 
 
    "What the hell?" Luther growled, the moment I stepped inside the back door of the café, the warmth of the heated air hitting me in the face and making me whimper happily, the sound a little too close to that of a puppy for me not to feel the slightest bit embarrassed, especially since Luther was suddenly standing directly in front of me, glaring into my face. Why is your jacket soaked?" He reached out and touched it, gasping. "It's even has icicles on it. 
 
    "It's icing outside," I said, my teeth clacking together violently as I shivered, not having much control over the muscles in my jaw. "They called it freezing rain on the TV. I'm no scientist, but isn't frozen rain ice?" 
 
    Luther growled, ignoring my query, while unzipping my jacket and easing it down my arms, tossing it on the floor in the direction of the door, before gripping the bottom of my hoodies and dragging them both over my head at the same time before leading me over to the sink and turning both taps open full force. 
 
    He put my hands under the water, and I gasped, trying to pull them back, but he held them there anyway. "Ow. That fucking burns." But the pain only lasted a few seconds, and then I felt the blessed relief of my hands thawing out as he stood behind me pressing his front to my back and rubbing his hands up and down my arms like he was trying to friction burn me. 
 
    "Watch your mouth," he growled as I sighed in relief, closing my eyes as warmth started to circulate through my system. "Damn, Justice, where are your gloves?" 
 
    "I haven't gotten any yet," I said, sounding almost drunk as I leaned into him, letting the warmth of his body seep into my back. "I was going to go grab some before work, but by the time I got here, I just wanted to get inside." 
 
    "Did you walk here?" His voice sounded gruff as he eased my hands out from under the water, grabbing a towel and wrapping it around them. "In this?" 
 
    "Yeah. I always walk here." 
 
    He was still standing behind me, holding me from behind like he thought I might fall over if he let go, and I really wasn't so sure that I wouldn't. He ushered me toward the hall that led to the breakroom and his office, and I let him, knowing it would be stupid to try to fight him. I thought he'd take me into the breakroom, though I honestly didn't know what he was planning, but he pushed me into his office instead, spinning me until he could get me seated in his office chair before pulling a huge jacket off of the coatrack in the corner and draping it over my shoulders so that it covered my upper body all the way to the middle of my thighs. 
 
    "Where do you live?" he asked kneeling in front of me on the floor and going after my shoe strings, peeling my feet out of the soaked shoes and socks, turning to place them in front of a little space heater that was made to look like a wood burning stove, and then he turned it on. 
 
    My body was still too frozen to react to the way he moved, his shirt stretching over his trim torso as he twisted, showing off the sexy lines of his body with his wide shoulders and narrow hips, but I could definitely enjoy the show. 
 
    He turned back to look at me with his eyebrows raised like he was waiting for a response and I blinked, trying to remember what it was that he'd asked. 
 
    "I'm renting a little apartment from Brian Chamberlin," I finally answered as he wrapped his warm hands around one of my frozen feet, gently cupping and then rubbing my foot, making me moan. 
 
    Luther narrowed his eyes, curling his lip. "Brian Chamberlin? What's he charging you? Like half your damn paycheck? What the hell are you renting from him for?" 
 
    Okay, clearly Luther knew the man, and knew––at least in part––his habits when it came to charging his renters. 
 
    I sighed, letting my head fall back against the chair behind me. "I didn't really have much of a cho––" 
 
    "Wait," he growled, interrupting me and making my head snap up in surprise. "That's like two miles outside town." 
 
    I cringed, not really sure what to think about the anger I was reading on his face. "Well, not quite." 
 
    He gently set my foot back down on the floor before picking up the other and treating it the same. I didn't understand why he was taking such good care of me, but I couldn't' deny that I loved it… and that later in the shower, I was probably going to remember the way he looked kneeling in front of me, and imagine something completely different.  
 
    "By the time you walk in that back door it is every bit of two miles," he said dryly, glaring at me, and I sighed. 
 
    "I guess."  
 
    He glanced over at my shoes and socks still sitting in front of the heater and shook his head. "You walked two miles in this weather?" 
 
    I shrugged. "I don't have a car." 
 
    Luther sighed giving me an irritated look that said he probably regretted ever hiring me. "You couldn't call someone?" 
 
    I shrugged, rolling my eyes. "Like who? I don't know anyone." 
 
    "You've lived here for over nine months. You know plenty of people." 
 
    My body was finally feeling warm, and with Luther's hands on me like that, things were starting to happen that shouldn't be happening with his face so close to my crotch. 
 
    I wiggled in my seat, trying to get my slowly growing erection in a less obvious position, dropping my hands to my lap, and hoping he didn't notice how awkwardly they were placed. "Okay, but I don't know people." 
 
    I'd forgotten about my sweats on the outside of my jeans until he eased my foot to the floor, his fingers moving under the bottom band of the sweats and then under the leg of my pants massaging up over my ankle, making me shudder. "Are you trying to tell me you don't have any friends in this town after living here for nine months and working with the public nearly every day?" 
 
    He sounded disbelieving, and maybe with other people in the world, he'd be right to be skeptical, but I'd never really been good at making friends. Not really. People tended to like me, but I always had this weird fear in the back of my mind that I was going to do something to overstay my welcome in their presence. So, I tended to pull back before anyone spent too much time with me.  
 
    It was also why I was good with listening instead of talking about myself and heard some of the most interesting things about the people of Haven Hills. 
 
    I shrugged, not really sure how to interpret the look on his face. It looked like he was disappointed in me, or something. Had he expected something different from me? I wasn't sure why it was any concern to him whether or not I had friends. In my past life, I'd had people who I talked to because they did the same work as me, and though we didn't spend a lot of time together, and we very rarely actually hung out, we had each other on speed dial to call just in case we were in a bind with a john or something, but I hadn't needed that here. 
 
     "No," I said quietly while lifting my chin.  
 
    I refused to let myself get down because there was yet another thing that made me seem like less. No, I didn't have any friends, and no I didn't have a car or gloves, but I was doing what was right by me. I was trying to be different than I had been in the past, and that was important. 
 
    Luther ran his hands up the outside of my legs, clamping them down on my knees and leaning forward to look me in the eyes. "I'm giving you a ride home when you get off, and until it gets back up to at least thirty-five degrees…" His eyes widened suddenly before he closed them, reaching up to pinch the bridge of his nose between his index finger and thumb. "You walk home in the dark every night, don't you?" 
 
    When I didn't answer right away, he glared up at me, and I cringed. "I'm not sure I want to answer that. Everything I say seems to be pissing you off right now." 
 
    He sighed, nodding, probably taking that as answer enough. "Stay in here until your shift starts. Your socks should be dry by then and your shoes should be close, but at least you'll be warm enough that it shouldn't be so bad putting them on by then, but I am giving you a ride home later, and every night from now on, do you understand?" 
 
    I don't know why his bossiness made it so much easier to accept what he was offering, but it did. Maybe it was because it took the decision right out of my hands. It was one less thing I had to think about. One less thing I had to worry about, and it felt nice to not have to worry about how I was going to get home in the freezing-ass cold in the dark.  
 
    "Thank you, Luther," I whispered as he stood, swallowing hard around the emotion clogging the way in my throat.  
 
    He sighed, reaching down to push his fingers into my teal hair, giving me a small smile, I rarely saw on his usually serious face. 
 
    Shaking his head, he released me and walked out, his strides long and almost like he was in a hurry to get away from me, but they sure made that sexy ass flex. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    I was madder at myself than anyone else, but I was pretty mad at everyone, right then.  
 
    I was mad at Justice for not asking anyone for help, even though with all this time I'd been watching him, I'd been fully aware that he wasn't the kind to ask, or even complain when someone laid too much at his feet.  
 
    I knew for a fact that Clark had bailed on him early the night before, because I'd looked at the damn time cards that morning, noticing that they'd clocked out forty-five minutes apart, and since Clark had clocked out barely fifteen minutes after closing, I also knew that the added forty-five that Justice had put in, hadn't been because he was trying to milk the clock, but because he was doing the job of two, yet instead of calling me and letting me know that he'd been left to do the job himself, he'd done it all, probably knowing full well the fucking temperature was dropping while he was doing it, and that he'd have to walk home like that. 
 
    I was pissed at his coworkers for not bothering to befriend him, and for everyone in this town who took of his kindness without offering any of their own.  
 
    But mostly, I was furious with myself for being so fucking selfish in my need to keep my distance from the young man, who made me think and feel things I had no business thinking about someone nearly nineteen years younger than me, I'd ignored the evidence that I'd never seen a car or bike in the parking lot after he arrived that hadn't already been there. I ignored the fact that outside of talking to people he was waiting on at the café, and his coworkers when he needed to, that he didn't seem to talk to anyone else, and nobody ever stopped by just to talk to him, like literally everyone else who worked here. And I ignored the fact that he was always outside sitting alone before work or on his breaks, seemingly enjoying the peace and quiet. 
 
    Of all the people in this town, I'd failed him the most, because I was the one who paid the most attention to him, and I'd missed some really important stuff.  
 
    When I showed back up to the café at the end of his shift, after the doors were locked, I found Justice working diligently, already having almost all the chairs stacked up on tables, while Clark was standing over a trash can that he'd managed to get the lid off of, but still hadn't gotten anywhere in the pulling of the trash, while he was texting on his phone like his life depended on it. 
 
    "What was I saying?" he asked Justice as he put his phone back in his pocket and proceeded to pull the trash.  
 
    Justice sighed, rolling his eyes. "You were telling me how your fiancée asked you to put it in her butt because she still wants to be a virgin when you guys get married." 
 
    Clark pursed his lips, glaring. "No, I wasn't. That was a long time ago. We actually do it in the front now. We're engaged." 
 
    "It also didn't make her a virgin. Sex is sex," Justice said dryly, and I covered my mouth to keep from laughing and drawing attention to myself. 
 
    "What do you know about sex with a woman? Have you ever had sex with a woman? Maybe you'd like it if you tried it." 
 
    Clark had finally managed to pull the trash from that can and was tying it in the slowest fashion imaginable.  
 
    "Okay, let's make a pact. You try sex with a man and see if you like it, and I'll fuck some girl and see how I feel. It might be good for both of us." 
 
    "No way. The thought of touching some guy's dick makes me sick. They pee out of that." 
 
    Justice's head snapped up from where he was picking a fork off the floor, and he blinked at Clark like he'd lost his mind. "Where the hell do you think the pee comes out of women?" 
 
    "I don't go down on women," Clark said, finally getting that fucking bag tied. 
 
    Justice shook his head, chuckling. "Dude, thank you for being straight. I sure feel sorry for all the women you've probably left unsatisfied, but us homos thank you from the bottom of our heart." 
 
    "What the hell's that supposed to mean?" He asked, shaking out another bag. 
 
    "How do I say this?" Justice asked, pretending to think as he reached out and grabbed the broom. "People love oral sex. It doesn't matter who they are. It doesn't matter what gender. They love it, and if you don't want poor Darla to wake up in fifteen years and decide that she has been missing out her whole life by not getting her pussy licked, then you'd better get over your fear of her pee hole and lick that shit like pee is your favorite flavor." 
 
    I chuckled, moving into the room, and two sets of surprised eyes turned to look at me.  
 
    "Carry on," I said, moving toward the mop bucket. "I'm learning so much." 
 
    Clark looked horrified, while Justice was doing his best not to laugh at the other man.  
 
    "I was just telling Clark, if I was a straight man who wanted my wife to stick around and not leave me for someone with a wicked tongue, I'd be practicing writing the alphabet with my face… unless." He turned to Clark again, batting his eyes before looking down at the front of the man's pants, squinting like he was trying really hard to see something. "You got a baseball bat in there, Clarky? Is that why you're so confident you don't need to sign up for tongue aerobics?" 
 
    Clark blushed hard, pursing his lips. "I'm not answering that." 
 
    Justice chuckled, waiting for Clark to bend down and put the trashcan back before looking at me and shaking his head, holding up his index finger and his thumb a scant inch apart, making me chuckle again. 
 
    I helped them get the rest of the closing duties done, not at all surprised to hear Clark's back pocket going off like crazy, someone clearly impatient to hear from him like they fully expected him to be able to answer while he was working, and I wondered how often he piddled around on his phone while Justice went through all the closing duties. 
 
    When we were all done, Clark quickly jumped into his truck, ignoring both of us as he dug out his phone and started texting, never even looking up as I pulled out of the lot with Justice in the truck with me. 
 
    "How often does he do that?" I asked as I pulled out on the street, feeling the slight slide of the rear end, telling me the road was extremely icy, and that I'd have to take it easy. 
 
    I felt his questioning gaze on the side of my face, but I was trying to pay special attention to the road, so I didn't slide out in the middle of the intersection when we pulled up to the first stop sign. 
 
    Not that it would matter at that moment since it was eight thirty and not much was going on in Haven Hills, but I still wanted to be able to stop if the situation warranted it. 
 
    "What do you mean?" he asked, turning slightly in his seat to watch me. "Do what?" 
 
    "Leave you hanging while he texts on his phone." I glanced at him quickly before giving my attention back to the road. "And how often does he leave when it's not finished so you have to finish on your own?" 
 
    "I'm no snitch," he grumbled, crossing his arms over his chest. 
 
    "I'm your boss. These are things you're supposed to tell me." 
 
    "Only if it's not getting done." When I sent him another look, he sighed. "Okay, last night was the first night he did that, and he was only leaving to light Darla's pilot light, because it was already getting really cold and it was supposed to get even colder." 
 
    "So, he left you there to finish while it was getting colder outside, knowing you would have to walk home in it?"  
 
    He shrugged. "He didn't know I had to walk home. He was just trying to take care of his fiancée. I can't fault him for that, since it sounds like he isn't taking care of her in other ways." 
 
    I smirked, shaking my head. "I'm mad at everyone that we didn't see what was right in front of us with you." I glanced over at him. His head was tilted to the side and he was chewing on his bottom lip. "With the ride thing. Someone––including me––should have realized that you were walking home in the damn dark since the time changed. I feel like an asshole. And you should have asked me for a ride." 
 
    He huffed out a laugh, shaking his head. "Yeah, because every employer wants to deal with that kind of drama on a daily basis. I was fine." 
 
    "You could have been kidnapped." 
 
    "I'm twenty-two. I don't think there are many people out there looking for a twenty-two-year-old man with teal hair. Plus, I have my stun gun." 
 
    I blinked, a bit surprised to hear he had one. As unconcerned as he seemed to be about his welfare, I would have never guessed he had something like that. 
 
    When we pulled into his driveway, I put it in park, but left the engine on, climbing out of the truck as he looked at me, opening his mouth to say something, but closing it and blinking at me when he realized I was getting out. 
 
    "What are you doing?" he asked before sliding out of his side and closing the door. 
 
    "I'm walking you to your door," I let him know as he joined me in front of my truck. "It's fucking dark outside and you have to walk right by that asshole's door." 
 
    I didn't even bother to keep my voice down since I absolutely despised Brian Chamberlin. He'd stopped coming into the café nearly a year ago when he reached out and put his disgusting, looked-like-it-hadn't-been-washed-in-days hand on Manda's boob, and I'd threatened to break the fucking thing off. Manda had laughed, telling me I sounded terrifying and thanking me, but what she didn't realize was I suspected Brian might have known I wasn't joking. I'd done far worse to men like him with far less incentive.  
 
    "Are you going to kiss me goodnight?" Justice asked, batting his eyelashes at me, and leaning into my space. "I had a real nice time tonight, Luther." 
 
    I knew he was teasing. A little harmless flirting like he tended to do with some of the people that came into the café, and though I wasn't always happy about him flirting with Sam and Cutter, I knew he didn't actually mean anything by it with them any more than he did with me.  
 
    Unfortunately, it maybe wasn't so harmless for me. It never failed to make my body hum with arousal at just the idea of all the things he said to me. Justice Wright was a beautiful young man, with a tight body and some of the sweetest brown eyes I'd ever seen in my life.  
 
    I'd fantasized more than a few times about looking into those expressive eyes while feeding my dick between those plump lips. I'd thought about looking up into them while sucking him deep into my mouth and down my throat, and when they'd widened earlier just slightly and his fucking mouth had parted as I'd pressed my fingers into the surprisingly silky strands of his hair, after having my hands all over his body, I'd had to fight a pretty strong demon not to pull myself free of my pants and pull his head to my crotch. 
 
    He chuckled at himself stopping just short of Brian's window, and I could see the nervousness about going by, just before he took a deep breath and passed quickly, like he was speed walking.  
 
    I followed at a bit more leisurely pace, pretty sure that if Brian was watching through his window, my presence would definitely keep him from coming out to visit Justice. 
 
    I wondered if the idea of Brian coming out to meet him while he was outside his apartment was the reason he wasn't comfortable walking past the man's window, and I pursed my lips as he reached inside his pocket, pulling his key out. 
 
    I reached out, grabbing his wrist as he went to stick the key in the door lock, pulling it up so I could look at it before looking back at him. "Does Brian have a key to your apartment?" I growled. 
 
    He blinked at me, his mouth falling open. "Fuck," he said, groaning and dropping his head into his hand. "Now I'm not going to be able to think about anything other than the fact that he could come in at any time." 
 
    "Nope." I shook my head. "This isn't going to happen. Give me that key." I reached up and took the key out of his hand, unlocking the door and ushering him inside.  
 
    The white note that I hadn't noticed at first flapped against my head, gaining my attention and I pulled it off of the door, blinking down at it. 
 
    Can't get anyone to come and fix it until Thursday. 
 
    "What are you doing?" Justice asked as I stepped inside, probably wanting me to go, but I couldn't help but notice how chilly it was inside, even as I frowned down at the note in my hand.  
 
    "Why is it cold as fuck in here?" I asked, pushing my way further into the living room and handing him the note. 
 
    "I don't know. The heater wouldn't come on last night." He read the note and groaned. "And it doesn't look like it will come on any time soon either." 
 
    He cringed, his eyes meeting mine, and I glared, pursing my lips.  
 
    "You slept in this house with it feeling like this, and then you walked to work in the fucking…" I trailed off, sighing. "You're going to give me a fucking heart attack. It doesn't matter anyway, because you aren't coming back here until that furnace gets fixed, and I can put a new lock on the door so that only you have the fucking key." 
 
    He blinked at me like he wasn't really sure what to think, but I didn't really care what he thought. I knew I was being far too high-handed, but the idea that he had put himself through all that really pissed me off. If he couldn't take better care of himself, then I was going to do it for him.  
 
    "But, where am I going to stay?" he asked, a frown appearing between his brows. "I can't afford a hotel room, and I don't know anyone around here well enough to invite myself into their life." 
 
    I had a feeling he'd never known anyone well enough. I got the impression that regardless of the way he treated everyone, with warmth and laughter, he was actually a loner at heart, and though I related with that, it didn't mean I was going to let him suffer because of it. 
 
    "You're coming to stay at my house." His eyes widened, and he opened his mouth to say something, but I was past the point of being reasoned with, so there really wasn't any reason for him to try. "Don't argue. Go get what you need for a few days. I'm going to look around and make sure there isn't anything else that needs to change before I let you come back here." 
 
    I left him there, staring after me while I made my way around his little apartment, taking note of anything that might need to be fixed. 
 
    There were very few dishes in the cupboard, but that wasn't particularly unusual for someone who lived alone and probably never had anyone over, but the fact that the only food I found in the house was ramen did concern me. Was that all he was living off of? The only thing in the refrigerator was a stick of butter and a box of baking soda, and the thing was spotless, almost like it was seldom used. 
 
    How long had he been living like this? Was it the entire time he'd lived in Haven Hills? I'd always let the employees eat one meal for free while they were working, and I'd seen him eat a couple over the months, so at least I knew he occasionally had access to decent food, but it still bothered me that he'd been living like this for so long and nobody knew. 
 
    The first thing I noticed when I walked into the bedroom where he was quickly packing a bag, was the fact that there were four blankets on the bed, telling me that he had definitely been cold in the middle of the night, and that pissed me off, but then my attention was snagged by the window. 
 
    "Why is your curtain duct taped?" I asked, and he looked up, glancing over at the window and then back at the bag he was packing, shrugging his shoulders. 
 
    "I was a witness to something awful and it gave me ED." 
 
    I really didn't want to imagine what that awful thing was, but considering I was pretty sure these two apartments were mirror images of each other, I had no doubt it had something to do with that creepy-ass Brian. 
 
    "Let's go," I growled, taking his bag from him when he finally had it packed.  
 
    I marched us both out of the apartment, actually pausing right in front of Brian's door, barely resisting the urge to knock and punch the man in the face as soon as he answered. The look of worry on Justice's face was the only thing that stopped me, because the poor guy had been through too much already recently, and I didn't want to stress him out anymore. 
 
    That didn't mean I was going to let it go completely. "The fact that you felt the need to duct tape your curtain because you were so uncomfortable living next to that man is every reason why you shouldn't be living here, practically trapped at the end of a walkway by the man. I know what a fucking creep he is, and I also know he likes pretty boys as much as he likes pretty girls. I'm sure you've noticed too." 
 
    "Did you just call me pretty, Luther?" he asked, probably trying for flirty, but I could hear the defeat in his voice, and it hurt my chest. 
 
    I sighed. I didn't want to make him feel worse, but I needed him to know that he had to talk to someone when things didn't seem right. Even if it wasn't me that he ended up choosing as his confidant, I needed to know that he was at least safe. 
 
    "How much is he charging you in rent, Justice? I noticed you only have ramen to eat." I slowly pulled out onto the road, unable to think about anything other than the fact that he'd probably still be on the road right then, walking, if I hadn't basically forced him to take a ride from me. "Where does all your money go? You don't go out with friends because you don't have any. You don't have a vehicle, so you don't make any payments or buy gas. You probably spend three dollars a day on food, and you look way too healthy and fit to be on drugs. How much is he charging you in rent?" 
 
    He cringed. "I think you just told me I had a nice body. At least, that's what I'm going to take healthy to mean." 
 
    He wasn't wrong about that, but we weren't talking about how fucking sexy he was, so I just raised my eyebrow, licking my teeth as I glanced at him, and he sighed. "I'm not an idiot, I swear. I know how much the rent should be for that place…" he trailed off, letting his head flop backwards against the headrest.  "And I know that what I'm paying is pretty much double that." 
 
    "That fucking motherfucker," I growled, gripping the steering wheel a little too tight. "Did you sign a contract?" 
 
    "No," he said quietly. "The rent wasn't as bad when I first moved in, and I think that was kinda why he didn't have me sign one. It meant he could raise the rent at any time, and he definitely has. 
 
    "You're moving out of there tomorrow," I growled, shaking my head. "Tonight, you're going home with me. I'm getting you warm, feeding you, and then you're sleeping in a place you don't have to tape your curtains closed or have to worry about some creepy man coming in your room and…" I trailed off to take a long, calming breath. "In the morning we are going to get your stuff, and I'm letting him know that you don't live there anymore." 
 
    "Where am I going to live?" 
 
    I looked over at him, meeting his dark eyes. "With me." 
 
    I looked back at the road, ignoring the way his gaze burned into the side of my head, and paid attention to the road. 
 
    "Wait," he said, when we were almost to the edge of town. "Does that mean you aren't going to come into my room in the middle of the night?" 
 
    I sighed, shaking my head, my lips curling slightly into a smile. "You're a pain in the ass." 
 
    I saw him shrug out of the corner of my eye. "I don't usually pitch, but say the word and I'm in." I grunted, trying not to think about what it would be like to pitch or catch for this gorgeous young man, and failing completely, my dick filling almost painfully in my tight jeans.  
 
    I parked my truck in my garage, shutting off the engine.  A hand landed on my arm just as I reached for my door handle, and I turned to look at Justice's gorgeous face in the blue light coming from the dash.  
 
    "Luther...? Thank you." 
 
    I loved the way he said my name, and it took everything in me not to lean closer and press my mouth to his. I wasn't sure how I was going to fight this fucking pull, especially now that he was relying on me, and I definitely didn't want to be that asshole who took advantage of someone in need, but I needed to figure out a way to be the strongest I'd been in my entire life, because there would be no more avoiding Justice Wright. There would be no more keeping him at a distance. 
 
    I smiled, putting my hand over his, and giving it a small squeeze. "You're welcome." I let go quickly, clearing my throat, and walked toward the door, fully expecting him to follow me, and knowing I was probably making a huge mistake as I let him into my house, but I wasn't about to let this man suffer.  
 
    I had been drawn to him from the very beginning, and that protective instinct had tried to rear its head more times than I could count, but I'd always been able to fight it off. It was no longer an option for me. I would take care of this man. I'd just have to pray that I didn't lose my heart in the process. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
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    I smiled as I walked down the alley toward the café, happy to see the fifty-degree weather again, and feeling like the weight of the world might finally be lifting off of my shoulders.  
 
    It had only been three days since I'd moved in with Luther, but I could honestly say that it had been a very, very long time since I'd felt this secure. I was fully aware that my situation could change at any minute. Hadn't I seen it happen countless times in the system? But I finally felt… like I could breathe.  
 
    Luther had been completely true to his word. He'd gone and told Brian I wasn't staying there any longer after helping me pack all my stuff, and had even gotten my check back since I wasn't going to be living there for the month that I'd already paid for. Luther didn't say how he'd managed to get the man to agree, and I'd be damned if I would question it, especially since Luther had taken one look at the amount I'd written that check for, and nearly gotten back out of the truck to go back in, but I'd jumped over the console and wrapped my arms around his waist, not letting go, and after a couple of seconds, he'd chuckled and relaxed back against the seat.  
 
    And, damn, that man has a rock-solid waistline. I may have copped a bit of a feel when I released him, letting my hands drag along until I couldn't touch him any longer without being super obvious. 
 
    It had been so long since I'd felt the kind of security I did staying with Luther. I hadn't even realized that it was what I was searching for until I woke up the morning after Luther had ordered me to go take a nice warm shower while he cooked me something to eat, and then sent me off to sleep in a comfortable bed, in a warm house that smelled like Christmas, because of all the Christmas scented wax warmers scattered everywhere, and I slept better than I had in a really, really long time, feeling completely secure in the fact that nobody was going to hurt me in the middle of the night. 
 
    I had Luther to protect me now, and something about knowing that made falling asleep easy. 
 
    Even living with him, I didn't really see him much more than I did when I didn't sleep under the same roof. He was up and gone by the time I woke, and when I got back at night, he had a plate ready for me. He'd sit and talk to me for a few minutes, but then he would disappear off into his bedroom where I'd hear the sound of the TV while I went about getting ready for bed.  
 
    I had seen the man stumble to the bathroom at about three in the morning once, in nothing but a pair of tight-ass boxer briefs when I'd gotten up to grab a drink, and that had been something I'd never forget for as long as I lived, but he hadn't even noticed me standing there in the hallway, and he'd left the fucking door to the bathroom standing wide open. I had actually reached out and grabbed the wall at the beginning of the hallway to keep myself from following behind him and watching him piss. 
 
    When he'd stumbled back out, his eyes were pretty much completely closed and his fucking-gorgeous body had lines from where the sheets and blankets had pushed against his skin when he was sleeping. I'd stood there like an idiot for a good three minutes after he'd gone back into his room and shut the door… with a fucking hardon. 
 
    By the time I'd gotten back to my room, pushing my shorts down around my ankles and shutting the door with my hip at the same time, I had to put one hand over my mouth to keep from yelling out as I gripped myself, and my eyes rolled back in my head with the first stroke.  
 
    I wanted to know what his body felt like against mine, under my fingers and against my tongue and lips. I wanted to know if he tasted as good as he smelled all the fucking time, and I wanted to know if he was as bossy in bed as he was in real life.  
 
    I was really starting to wonder about me and this new craving for his bossiness. I was starting to think that I might have a thing for being told what to do, and maybe that was because it took all that indecisiveness out of the equation, or maybe it was because I just really respected the man, and having him telling me what to do made me feel cared about. I wasn't really sure what it was, but I was just going to let myself enjoy it, and hope I didn't do something incredibly stupid to fuck it all up. 
 
    The only thing that had the power to stress me out at that point, was the big secret I was keeping. I knew Luther and I weren't romantic, and honestly, I didn't expect that he would ever want to be that way with someone like me, but I still felt like I was somehow betraying him by not telling him… which was really why I didn't ever try to be friends with people in the past to begin with.  
 
    I hated lying and was honestly pretty terrible at it, and for some reason, this felt like lying, even though he'd never asked me about my past, and I'd never actually told him I was a good person. I guessed I just felt like my character had been taken in completely wrong by him, and by not telling him what kind of person I really was, I was lying to him, betraying him somehow. 
 
    Which meant I was probably going to end up telling him, even though I wasn't really sure how I was going to do that just yet. I had all these stupid daydreams where I became such a good friend to him, the news wouldn't matter at all to him, and he'd just be glad I had survived for five long years in that life, but what exactly did I have to offer this friendship? I was living with him completely rent free, not even buying groceries or paying for utilities, and he was even paying me to work at his café. I was completely in his debt. I didn't even entertain him since he barely spent any time with me. 
 
    Maybe I could tell him to stop paying me a check. That way, I could kinda be paying for rent and utilities and food, and then if I needed anything else, I could use my tips. It would still be a way better life than the one I'd been living while living next to Brian, and only being a block and a half from work was far more convenient, not to mention the fucking eye candy. 
 
    It would make me feel like we were on a slightly more equal footing, and then I could feel like this was more of a friendship, and hopefully I'd find a way to make myself invaluable to him.  
 
    I smiled to myself, satisfied with the decisions I was making, and happily strutted into the building, only feeling the slightest amount of disappointment when I didn't see Luther standing there. I'd see him later, and that gave me plenty of time to think about how I was going to convince him that me not taking a check was the best way. 
 
    "Reynolds is pissed at you," Manda said as I put my stuff into my cubby. 
 
    I straightened quickly, looking over at her where she was munching on an apple and blinked. "What? Why?" 
 
    "You left the top of the dumpster open last night and a 'coon got in there and scattered trash everywhere. He spent an hour out here cleaning it up." 
 
    The thing about Manda, she wasn't really a friend, and she wasn't really someone I felt I needed to watch my back around either. She was just… Manda. She stuck her nose in everything for the drama factor alone. I didn't even really think she was so much into gossiping, because I'd seen her take in information before that she didn't necessarily spread around, but she was definitely always listening. 
 
    I thought back to the night before, trying to remember if I could have possibly been so out of it that I forgot to close the lid on the dumpster. I didn't think so because it had basically become a habit, but I honestly couldn't even remember taking the trash out… because I hadn't. I was fighting the damn nozzle on one of the pop machines, because someone had bent it when they took it off to wash it and it wasn't going on correctly. 
 
    "I didn't take the trash out last night, Clark did." 
 
    Manda's eyebrows rose and she curled her lip in an awkward cringe. "Well, Clark told Luther and Reynolds that you did." 
 
    "Of course, he did," I grumbled, sighing. "Clark's a fucking coward. Now I not only have to listen to his very… enlightening  views on homosexuality and how it's a mockery of marriage to let men marry men while he's flipping back and forth between his text conversation with his fiancée and the tits and vagina he's been scrolling in his private browser on his phone, but apparently, I'm going to have to double check behind him every fucking night, because if he messes something up, instead of fessing to it like an adult who doesn't hide his porn. Now he's going to throw me under the bus when I'm not even around to defend myself." 
 
    Manda chuckled, taking another bite of her loud-ass apple. 
 
    Hmm, I might be in a bit of a bad mood. I better get out of here before her chewing drives me to murder Clark. 
 
    "Where is Luther? He have a doctor's appointment or something?"  
 
    He hadn't said anything to me, but that wasn't that big a deal, really. It wasn't like he had to report to me every move he made just because we lived in the same house. It doesn't! We weren't dating.  
 
    "Nah. He ran some soup down to Berna. Apparently, she and Wes have the flu. Her granddaughter was in earlier and mentioned having to take them to the doctor. He offered to make them soup, but she said she didn't have time to wait around for it and then run it out to their house. I swear those two are going to die out there and it will be weeks before anyone finds them, because she only goes over there right after they get their social security check every month." 
 
    "Damn it!" I growled, smacking the table and making Manda jump and drop her apple in her lap. 
 
    "What? Shit." She grabbed her chest, blinking at me with wide eyes. "Don't do that." 
 
    "Sorry," I said, pursing my lips. "How the hell am I supposed to… uhg. Never mind." 
 
    She continued to look at me like she wasn't sure I was stable, and I groaned, marching outside and throwing myself on the picnic table dramatically.  
 
    How the hell was I ever supposed to keep from falling for Luther if I was constantly bombarded by the sweet, amazing things he did for others––me included––while I was living with the man, enjoying his bossy attitude and his gorgeous body a little too much. I was just a man. I was only so strong. 
 
    Sitting back up, because I had a hard time sitting still on a good day, I turned to look over at the park, thinking I was going to have to go sit on one of the cute little benches some day and throw bread to the birds like the cute little couple that held hands everywhere they went was doing right then. 
 
    A sweet little girl of about four ran over to the fence, her brown ringlets bouncing everywhere as she touched the chain-link and then ran back in the direction she came from, laughing the whole time. When she ran back the second time, there was a man behind her, clearly letting her win their race and I smiled… until the man looked up in my direction as he too touched the fence. 
 
    The fuck? My entire body jolted when I saw his face, and I automatically reached for the stun gun in my pocket as recognition swept through me. He paused, tilting his head slightly, but I got the impression he didn't actually recognize me before he was off and chasing his daughter again.  
 
    Finally able to move, I moved to the back door of the café again, not wanting him to come back and possibly recognize me the second time around while trying to decide if it really had been him, or just my brain messing with me.  
 
    I'd only seen him three times, but that last encounter was burned in my memory. Still, I'd just been thinking about the fact that I'd have to tell Luther soon to ease my own conscience. This could very well have been my brain messing with me, making me feel worse about my decision to wait. 
 
    When I went back into the breakroom, since I still had about fifteen minutes before my shift started and at least ten before I could clock in, Manda was gone and the room was blessedly empty, which gave me a few minutes to sit and calm myself as I absently played a puzzle game on my phone. 
 
    By the time I was clocking in, I was almost completely jitter free, and Luther was back from his make-Justice-fall-in-love-with-him trip to take care of sick old people who had terrible children, and something about his presence made me feel oddly calm.  
 
    If I didn't have such amazing control of my person, I probably would have walked right up to him where he was cooking at the grill and buried my face directly into his back, sucking all the comfort I could get from him.  
 
    But that would be insane, and though Luther was one of the most caring people I'd ever met, I doubted he'd be okay with me randomly cuddling him while he was trying to do his job. Or at all, really. 
 
    I managed to avoid a major confrontation with Reynolds and Clark for an hour, but Reynolds had been very vocal about his irritation with me and the whole trash situation, even as I'd told him many times with Clark there to squirm around that it hadn't been me who'd taken the trash out. Clark had at least been man enough not to contradict me, but apparently, Reynolds had already made up his mind that I was to blame, and he wasn't going to let the shit go, so I shouldn't have been surprised when he brought a tray of clean dishes up from the back, slamming them down directly in front of me and making me jump and smack my elbow on the corner of the wall. 
 
    "It took me forever to clean that trash up," he growled, while I rubbed the bump, stopping to shake the tingles out when I could, before he shouldered me out of his way, making me fall into the counter with my hip. 
 
    Fuck!  I was going to end up with bruises all over my fucking body if I didn't' get away from him. 
 
    "Reynolds, for the eighth fucking time, I wasn't the one who took the trash out last night," I said through clenched teeth, rubbing my hip and leaning in close, so none of the customers could hear our conversation. "Fuck, just get over it already." 
 
    "I'm not getting over it until you apologize," he growled back, getting a little to much up into my personal space for comfort. 
 
    Was he planning on punching me, or kissing me, fuck?  
 
    Putting my hand in the middle of his chest, I pressed back, putting him far enough away so I felt like I could fucking breathe again, and licked my teeth. "I'm sorry you had to pick up trash this morning, Reynolds." 
 
    I fucking refused to apologize for something I didn't do, but if it was going to take me apologizing for something in order for him to chill the fuck out, I'd do what I needed to. 
 
    Reynolds must not have much cared for my non apology, because his eyes narrowed further, and suddenly he was right back in the space I'd just cleared by pushing him back. 
 
    "Reynolds," Luther growled through the window a few feet from our faces, making me blink and look over at the man. His eyes were focused on Reynolds and he looked pissed. "Don't you need to take a break?" 
 
    At first, the other man didn't move, just kept glaring down at me like he was just barely holding himself back from punching me in the face––which I found a bit over the top for something so stupid, but I guessed I hadn't been the one to clean the mess up, so I didn't really know how he felt, really––but then he took a long deep breath, like he was forcing himself to calm down, before stepping back away from me.  
 
    "Fine," he growled, still glaring as he moved toward the door that would lead him into the back, and hopefully somewhere where he could get some fucking anger management." 
 
    "Are you okay?" Luther asked a moment later when he came around to check on me, his eyes moving to where I was still absently rubbing the bruise on my hip. "Did he hurt you?" 
 
    "No," I said, taking a deep breath and shaking my head. A couple of little bruises I could handle, and though Reynolds was being an asshole right then, I knew he wouldn't do anything crazy to hurt me or something else like that. I could only assume that he was just having a bad day. That didn't mean I wanted to deal with his shit, but I at least had sympathy for him. It was waning quickly, but it was there. 
 
    "Something seems off with you today," he said, stepping a bit closer so he could talk more quietly, and I discreetly tried to breathe him in. I wasn't sure what he wore for cologne, but it smelled amazing, and any time I got within a few feet of him, I just wanted to close my eyes and sink into him.  
 
    I shook my head, giving him my best smile and almost meaning it. "I'm fine. Sorry. I'll get my shit together, I promise." 
 
    He hooked his finger under my chin, surprising a small gasp out of me as the skin there tingled, and my body reacted to his touch and his closeness. He didn't seem to care that we were in the middle of the café and for a Friday afternoon at three, it was fairly busy. He was touching me, and though it might not mean anything to him, it probably looked like it did to anyone who was watching.  
 
    "You know you can talk to me, right?" he asked as I looked up at him with wide eyes. "Whatever is going on in that brain of yours, you can definitely talk to me about it." 
 
    I definitely wanted to talk to him. I needed to talk to someone. This shit with Reynolds and Clark was nothing, but I would give anything to have just one person in the whole world to talk to about the guy in the park who might or might not have been one of the men from my past who had pushed me toward making a better life for myself, and honestly, though I really didn't want him to think bad things about me, he really was the only person in the whole world I wanted to talk to about anything.  
 
    But not right then, and not until we were on more equal footing.  
 
    "Gah," I said, smacking his hand away and shaking my head. "Stop being so nice to me. Warm fuzzies make me constipated." 
 
    He gave me one of those crooked smiles that didn't show the slight gap in the front of his teeth, but did show the deep dimple in his cheek that did as much damage to my insides as the former.  
 
    He leaned forward into my space, and my eyes dipped to the firm plumpness of his lips, and I whimpered as more blood flowed to my dick. "I know it wasn't you who left the dumpster open. I might have failed you by not paying close enough attention to your needs, but I am now, and even if it wouldn't have been pretty obvious, it was Clark by the way his eyes widened when I mentioned it, and the fact that I'm pretty sure you've always been the one to take the trash out, so he probably doesn't even know the rules. I was listening last night when you said you fought that nozzle for fifteen minutes before hunting down some pliers." 
 
    "Didn't I just tell you to stop being so nice?" I whispered, my heart racing with a stupid happiness that was pointless. "What the hell are you trying to do, ruin my future love life? You might not be so nice to me if you knew everything about me." 
 
    I wasn't even really joking. The way he was treating me was going to fucking ruin me, but there was no way I'd ever ask him to stop. 
 
    He huffed out a small laugh, shaking his head as he once again reached for my face, aborting the move before he actually touched me. "Maybe you wouldn't be so nice to me if you knew everything about me either." 
 
    I pursed my lips, putting my hand on my hip and then wincing when it hurt and crossing my arms instead. "If you have a fault, I probably need to hear it. Seriously, it would make my life a lot better." 
 
    Rolling his eyes, he chuckled and walked off, and I sighed, feeling doomed… and of course watching his gorgeous ass. 
 
    *** 
 
    A clipboard landed in front of me on the counter just as a warm body pressed against my side, and I turned my head quickly, already pulling my knee up to stomp down hard on someone's foot if the person invading my bubble wasn't welcome there. 
 
    He was fucking welcome there. He was fucking welcome all up in my bubble. 
 
    "Hey," I said huskily as his chest pressed against my shoulder, and he leaned into me to tap at whatever was on that fucking clipboard, but I was too busy noticing how fucking hard the muscles of his chest were and how warm his body was… and how fucking close his face was. "I thought you went home." 
 
    "I wanted to get this done first." He once again tapped at the clipboard, and I forced myself to look down at the thing, biting my lip even as I pressed a bit closer, wishing I could sink into him. 
 
    It wasn't very often that I'd been this close to a person I wasn't being paid to have sex with. I honestly couldn't remember the last time someone touched me at all beyond my johns… Reynolds shouldering me around didn't count. I was absolutely starved of this casual touching, and I was pretty sure anyone watching was probably reading how needy I was for it all over my face. 
 
    I cleared my throat, finally looking down at the tabled list in front of me. "What's that?" 
 
    Immediately, I noticed the three different shifts written in bold print separating the three different sections while the very top had dates written in each of the columns, so by the time he spoke, I'd already gathered a pretty good guess. 
 
    "End of shift duties chart," he said, his voice close to my ear and his breath fanning across my skin, making me shudder.  
 
    Did he know what he was doing to me? Was he doing this on purpose to see how long it would take me to attack him? 
 
    No, you fucking moron. What reason would he have to make you attack him? If he knows you want him, he also knows all he has to do is ask. Get your head out of your pants. Luther Hawkins was way too fucking good for me, and flirting was all I was ever going to have with him… and hopefully a friendship that could withstand the whole former-prostitute conversation. 
 
    "We should have had this a long time ago," he grumbled, and I glanced up at him, meeting his clear, blue eyes. "If you do one of the closing duties, you initial beside it." He paused indicating with his head that I should look back down at the paper and stop mapping out his face for all the places I wanted to plant kisses. "That way if someone on the next shift has a question about it, they'll know who to ask. It will also help me see if there is a pattern such as someone doing all the closing duties all the time while the other plays on their phone… for example." 
 
    I looked back up at him, smiling brightly. He was fucking protecting me again. Not only from what Clark had done to me today by blaming me for something I didn't do and making Reynolds all pissed off at me, but also for the way Clark was leaving me to do the work while he fucked around, and the way he'd just straight-up left the other night.  
 
    "What?" he asked, after I just continued to smile up at him like he was most the perfect human I'd ever met in my entire life. 
 
    "Your ass looks great in those jeans," I said, biting my lip. 
 
    "You can't even see my ass right now." 
 
    "Don't need to. I saw it earlier and thought you should know." 
 
    He smirked, shaking his head. "My ass looks great in everything." Picking the clipboard up off of the counter, he stepped back, taking his delicious body with him. 
 
    I ran my eyes over him, bouncing my eyebrows suggestively. "Ain't that the truth." 
 
    He narrowed his eyes, leaning down to put his face inches from mine. "Is that your way of saying thank you?" 
 
    Fuck, I love that he gets me. 
 
    "Oh, I'd thank the shit out of you if you'd let me, but yeah." I paused, letting him see the sincerity in my eyes that I never let anyone else see ever. "Thank you, Luther… for everything." 
 
    He groaned, pulling his head back quickly and closing his eyes before he nodded. "Don't make a scene." And then he walked off, making me chuckle. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
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    The sound of plates clattering to the floor out front had me pulling back from where I was showing Clark and the evening cook, Gil, the chart and trying not to smile at just how uncomfortable Clark looked as he probably realized that at least part of this chart was strictly his fault. 
 
    I glanced through the window, almost missing Justice where he was sitting on the floor stacking plates. Thankfully, Reynolds' replacement had come in, and was less likely to deck him for dirtying up dishes he'd just washed, but even Reynolds' wrath didn't explain the nervous look on Justice's face. 
 
    Hurrying out into the main part of the restaurant, I moved quickly to Justice's side, bending down to help him stack the Melamine plates.  
 
    "Justice. Are you okay?" I asked when he blinked at me in surprise, before glancing over at a family sitting at one of his tables. 
 
    The man was glaring over at Justice until his gaze moved to me, and then he was quickly looking back over at his wife and daughter, nodding at something his wife said. 
 
    "I'm… I'm sorry," Justice said nervously, once again glancing over at the table and then away, his hands shaking almost violently as he started stacking the cups. 
 
    "It's fine," I said soothingly, reaching out to grab one of his hands, forcing him to stop and look at me. "That's why I get this kind. You've been around long enough to know there are accidents like this all the time." He nodded, taking a deep breath and meeting my eyes. I felt a crazy surge of pride when it seemed to calm him. "What is it? Do you know him?" 
 
    He nodded, closing his eyes for a long moment before opening them again and turning his hand to squeeze mine. "Please don't ask. Not right now. I'll tell you later––" He swallowed hard, nodding again, like he was talking himself into something. "But not right now." 
 
    "Do you need to go home? Clark can cover." 
 
    "No," he whispered, straightening his spine and lifting his chin as he piled the last of the cups back in the dish tub and standing. "It won't matter anyway." 
 
    I nodded, reaching out to run my thumb over his cheek, making him smile before taking the tub from him and heading back into the kitchen as he walked directly over to that table with the man who clearly knew him just as much as he knew the man and started taking their order, because Justice Wright was a fucking badass, and I didn't know how everyone around him didn't see it. 
 
    *** 
 
    I wouldn't say that I had any special precognitive abilities or anything like that, but I would say that I had a fairly large dose of commonsense on my side, and something about the way that man had looked at Justice earlier in the café, didn't sit well with me. 
 
    I didn't want to stick around the café all night and possibly make Clark think I was watching him. I'd already made the guy feel uncomfortable several times earlier that day, and I was pretty sure the introduction of the end of shift chart was probably going to end all of the issues he'd been having with not standing around on his phone while Justice did everything. 
 
    So, even though I was oddly unsettled by the man at the café and wasn't completely comfortable leaving Justice to walk home alone, I'd gone home and gotten dinner ready and waited until I thought they might be finishing up before heading over.  
 
    The first thing I noticed when I rounded the back of the building next to ours out of the alley was that Clark's truck was already gone, and I frowned, looking around the parking lot for Justice. Had I missed him? Surely after the big deal I'd made about the closing duties, Clark wouldn't just leave Justice to do everything, but he wasn't anywhere in sight. 
 
    I started to turn around and head back toward the house, thinking maybe he'd gone out the front for some reason, but then I heard the voice of a man, and he sounded pissed. 
 
    "What the hell are you doing in my hometown?" He asked from somewhere in the dark, and I very nearly asked him who the hell he was talking to, but Justice's voice answered back.  
 
    "You grew up in Haven Hills?" 
 
    "Like you didn't know," the man said back, and I made my way toward the darkened corner where the building cut back in a little ways. "Are you following me?" 
 
    "No." Justice's voice sounded strange, almost like he was struggling, and I picked up my pace. "I've been living here for months." 
 
    "So, this is just a coincidence?" The man sounded skeptical, but there was a note of relief in his voice. 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "Hmm. Well then," I barely held back a growl as his tone changed to something disgusting that made my skin crawl and my temper boil, especially knowing it was directed at Justice. "Maybe it's my lucky day after all." 
 
    "Stop!" Justice said, loudly, once again sounding like he was struggling. "I don't do that anymore." 
 
    "That's right. You're a waiter now. But I bet you need money, don't you? Or do you let that man who came running out and could barely keep his hands off of you fuck you and then slip you a little something under the table." 
 
    Was he talking about me?  
 
    "I said stop. Luther isn't like that."  
 
    "Everybody's like that." 
 
    "Not him." 
 
    I still couldn't see into the darkened area all that well, but it looked like the man's back was to me, and I couldn't see Justice at all around his large frame.  
 
    "What, you think you found a good man?" the guy growled, and when he bent forward putting his face close to Justice, I finally saw the teal hair, and the way Justice turned his head, his face tightening up as he scrunched his eyes closed hard like he was preparing to be beaten… or worse. "Of all the people in this town with secrets, that man has more than all of us." 
 
    "It doesn't matter," Justice growled, coming alive again, reaching up with one hand and cupping the guy's ear with a clap. "He's a good man." 
 
    "Fuck," the guy yelled, stumbling away and holding his ear. "If he's such a good man, then what the hell is he doing with you? How much is he paying you? I'll double it." 
 
    He looked like he was going to step closer, but must have thought better of it, and I didn't blame him, Justice looked ready to kill him, and I knew exactly what that expression looked like. I'd seen it on more faces than I could probably count. 
 
    "Leave him out of it," Justice growled, his face fierce. "You were pretty worried about me following you here, which means you don't want your wife and kids to find out about me, I'm sure. So, why don't you do both of us a favor and forget we ever met besides this afternoon when I served you, and I'll do the same. But whatever you do, you leave Luther out of it." 
 
    I wasn't completely sure what was going on, but I had a pretty good idea. What I was sure of was that Justice was trying to protect me, or in the very least taking up for me. For some reason, he thought I was a good man, and that felt pretty fucking good. 
 
    "You think you get to make the rules?" The man said, sounding even angrier as he stepped forward, grabbing Justice by the throat and shoving him up against the building hard. "Like I'm going to take orders from some little whore?" 
 
    There had been many times in my life when my temper had nearly gotten me into trouble, which was why I tried to keep myself under control as much as possible, but this asshole was touching Justice. He was trying to hurt Justice. 
 
    It had been a close call for me earlier when Reynolds had accidentally made Justice bump his hip, bruising it. I wasn't sure how, but I'd managed to keep my calm enough not to immediately go out there and knock the shit out of the man. Hell, I'd even told him to take a walk instead of threatening him like everything inside me had wanted to do, but that had all been an accident, a careless one that had been done in anger, and something I'd definitely addressed later when I'd had a long talk with Reynolds, and definitely not a reason for me to attack another human being, but this asshole… 
 
    I let my temper take me, and I reached out, grabbing the back of his shirt and ripping him backwards, making him stumble until he fell to his ass on the concrete. I spun quickly, going down on top of him and wrapping my hands around his throat and squeezing the right way. The way that was actually meant to do harm, not frighten. 
 
    I was pretty sure the only thing that kept me from actually strangling the man lying beneath me in that moment was the way Justice kept calling my name behind me, sounding terrified and near tears. 
 
    "If you touch him again," I said, leaning forward and easing up slightly on the hold I had on his throat. "I'll fucking kill you. You want to know my secrets? I know all of the best places to hide a body." 
 
    The man sputtered as I released him, standing and stepping away. I continued to watch him writhe on the ground, pulling his collar away from his throat like that was going to help him catch his breath.  
 
    The truth was, I wasn't completely sure that I hadn't done just a little bit of damage. He was definitely going to have some swelling by the time he got home, which might actually make it difficult to breathe or even speak, but I honestly wasn't going to concern myself with it. He was alive. He should definitely consider himself lucky. 
 
    I reached out, grabbing Justice's hand as I walked by, barely resisting the urge to go over and kick the fucker in his ribs.  
 
    "I'm sorry," Justice said as I dragged him toward our house, walking at a pace that probably wasn't easy to keep up with, but I was desperate to get him back home so I could check and make sure that guy hadn't hurt him. 
 
    "I'm sorry. I'm so sorry, Luther." 
 
    "Shut up, Justice," I growled, when he wouldn't stop repeating the words over and over, not meaning to be harsh, but also not wanting to hear the nonsense. It wasn't his fucking fault that asshole had attacked him, and I didn't want him taking responsibility for it either.  
 
    He whimpered, but shut up, and I continued to pull him down the alley and then up the back steps into our kitchen.  
 
    "Do not apologize to me again," I growled, when I finally had him where I could see him, gripping his chin firmly, but gently just in case he was hurt and moving his head around so I could look at his neck. "Do you understand? You do not apologize for what that man did." 
 
    He blinked at me in surprise, but nodded, letting me look him over. I spun him around, lifting the back of his shirt and checking his upper back where the man had slammed him into the wall before pushing my fingers into his hair, feeling for a knot.  
 
    "Who was he?" I growled, when I felt confident that he wasn't damaged in some way and in need of going to the hospital.  
 
    Justice groaned, closing his eyes, and that feeling I'd had before like I might know what all that talk had been about came back, making my chest hurt. My poor baby, he'd been through so much more than I'd thought to begin with. 
 
    "I would have told you eventually anyway because…" he trailed off, looking into my eyes and swallowing. "I'd actually decided this morning before I saw him that I needed to tell you, that I wanted to tell you, but I was going to wait until I talked to you about…" he sighed, shaking his head. "He was one of my johns." 
 
    I watched him, waiting for the rest, waiting for him to tell me the part about why the man had come after him like he had, and why Justice had been freaked to see him, but all he did was stand there and stare at me, his face pulled tight in worry.  
 
    After a long moment of us just standing there staring at each other, he blinked, tilting his head to the side. "Aren't you going to say anything?" 
 
    "I was waiting for the rest of the story." 
 
    "The what?" His eyes scanned my face. "Didn't you hear what I said? Do you know what that means? 
 
    I nodded, frowning. "You used to be a prostitute. That man used to pay you for your services." 
 
    He narrowed his eyes. "Sex. He used to pay me to have sex." 
 
    "Fuck," I said calmly, my anger finally easing as I took in the disbelieving way he was watching me. "He used to pay to fuck you." 
 
    He huffed out a laugh, pulling a chair away from the table and falling into it, slumping forward to brace his elbows on his knees.  
 
     "Did he hurt you then?" I asked, reminding myself to breathe. 
 
    "Uh." He blinked up at me like it took every ounce of his concentration to understand my words. "Just once. He wasn't like…" he waved a hand around, shaking his head. "He wasn't a regular or anything, but he… It was his third time coming to me. He was pissed from the very beginning about something." He licked his lips, looking nervous. "He didn't even fuck me that time. He just kinda knocked me around and then held me down by the throat and…" he cringed before making an explosive motion with his hands. "All over me." 
 
    "This was how you lived back where you're from?" I asked, pulling out a chair in front of him, and sitting across from him, our knees almost touching. 
 
    He nodded. "I don't do it anymore," he whispered, his voice sounding tight. "I had a few close calls in a row." He motioned in the general direction of the café. "He was the second. The third was the final straw." He swallowed hard again, meeting my eyes. "I made it five long years like that, probably longer than just about anyone else I ever met while I was working, and yes, I'd been knocked around some, but those three especially the last one, I actually felt fear, and I decided that wasn't how I wanted to die. Just another dead prostitute nobody cared about."  
 
    My chest constricted at the very thought of him dying, especially without someone around who cared about him. "I'm so glad you were strong enough to get away from all that, Justice." 
 
    He shook his head, staring at me like he didn't understand me at all. "You're taking this better than I would have expected." 
 
    I could see it too. He'd been fully prepared for the possibility that I might reject him completely, that I might be completely disgusted by him because of something he'd done to get by. 
 
    I stood quickly, pulling him up and into a hug. He didn't return it at first, clearly surprised, but after a moment he relaxed into my embrace, and his hand tentatively landed on my hips before sliding around my back. 
 
    I was surprised at how hard he squeezed once he finally accepted what was happening, but I wasn't complaining. It was the best hug of my entire life. He fitted so perfectly against me and I drew as much comfort from him as he did from me. Maybe more.  
 
    "What did you expect? Did you expect me to hate you?" 
 
    He squeezed tighter, like he was afraid I was going to force him to let go. "I don't know. I guess I expect everyone to hate me to a point. I know it's not one of those things that's easy to accept. I haven't really had too much of a reason to tell anyone before, but there have been a few random people I've told when I just needed to get it off of my chest. Some people were disgusted, but they tried to hide it… well, some of them did. There were definitely a few that had a lot of things to say." I ran a hand up his back, cupping the back of his neck and let my thumb draw lines on the skin behind his ear. "And then there were the ones…" 
 
    He grunted slightly, giving a little chuckle, and I eased my hold on him. "They wanted to pay you money so they could fuck you," I said, knowing the answer because I knew people, and there were just all too many who would happily take advantage of a beautiful young man in need of guidance and an ear to listen. "Which did you think I would be?" 
 
    He gave a short laugh, burrowing his face against my chest. "Nobody ever hugs me," he whispered, and I nearly choked on the knot that formed in my throat. 
 
    Fuck, he was breaking my heart. How long had he gone without simple human contact? He said he didn't have any friends outside of the ones at the café, and he'd been in Haven Hills for nearly nine months. Did he have anyone to hug him before that? Somehow, I doubted it. He was far too adept at being completely alone, and I knew there were people who liked it like that, but this man was made for hugs. At least, he was made for my arms. 
 
    "I don't know," he answered finally. "I've tried to imagine how you would react. I don't think I fully bought into the idea that you would write me off completely. I've seen you do so many things for so many people. I didn't see you tossing me out with nowhere to go, but there is always that thought in the back of my head, you know? It's hard to feel like I'm the same as everyone else around here because my experiences are so completely different." He swallowed hard, nuzzling my chest and pressing his forehead against my neck, almost like he was hiding. "I also didn't see you… the asshole in the alley tried to say things, but that didn't feel right. You could have…" He shook his head. "I was a little worried you'd look at me differently, though. Maybe… never mind." 
 
    I remembered exactly what that asshole in the alley was saying. He was trying to put Justice down so he could get something out of him, trying to make him feel like all he'd ever be was somebody's paid plaything. 
 
    Justice had told him I was too good a man for that, but I wasn't sure he'd feel like I was such a good man if he knew my past… or if his lower body got any closer to mine. I might not want to have the type of relationship with Justice that meant I paid him to have sex with me, but I definitely wanted him. I just wanted him to want me back. I wanted more than a business transaction with him. 
 
    I rubbed my cheek against the top of his head, enjoying the smell of the silky strands and the way they felt sliding against my face as my whiskers caught on them slightly. "You said you were already planning on telling me eventually, but this guy sped it up. Why were you planning on telling me?" 
 
    He groaned, pulling out of the hug so he could look up at me. "It still messes with me. Sometimes I walk into a room and feel like everyone knows. Sometimes, I feel so disgusting in comparison to everyone else. When I was doing it all the time, I constantly told myself I didn't care what everyone else thought. I was doing what I had to, and after years of doing it, I couldn't even understand the significance of sex to other people anymore. There was nothing intimate about what I was doing with those men.  
 
    But now, here, the meaning behind it has started coming back, and I just feel so gross sometimes, and  when I walk into a room with a bunch of decent people, I just feel so out of place and wrong, like they'd all hate me if they knew… but I've been on my own for so long. I felt like I needed to talk to someone, to be close to someone, and you were honestly the only person I felt right about telling. I like a lot of the people in this town, but I don't trust… Well, you're the only person I trust at all." 
 
    He just didn't realize how beautifully brave he really was. I'd thought it before, but I truly meant it. Justice Wright was a fucking badass. How long had he been lonely, but still he just pushed through life like that? He'd needed someone in his life so bad before, he'd talked to perfect strangers about his profession, and everything about those experiences taught him not to tell people, yet he'd wanted to tell me, and he'd done it with his chin held high, knowing full well there wasn't anything he could change about the past, and though it wasn't something he was proud of, it was something a person who wanted to be in his life would have to accept. 
 
    I pulled him in for another hug, making him gasp when I pulled a little too hard and he stumbled into me. "Thank you… for trusting me with your secret," I whispered against his temple. "And for trusting me at all. Everyone has a past. Some might argue mine is worse than yours, and I'll tell you about it sometime when it's not so fucking late, but you look like you might be about to crash hard." 
 
    Hell, I hadn't been through near what he'd been through today, and I felt like I was working off of fumes. 
 
    "I think it might be the adrenaline." 
 
    "I think you might be right." I slowly eased out of the hug, reluctant to let him go, but knowing it was time. "Go get in the shower, I'll bring your plate up to you in a minute." 
 
    He nodded, giving me a small smile and turning. He made it almost to the hallway before he was turning back and throwing himself against me for another hug that made me chuckle. 
 
    I had a feeling this was going to be a new thing for him, and I couldn't complain at all.  
 
    He nuzzled my chest again, pressing close before looking up at me with a hint of that mischief in his eyes that always accompanied him saying something naughty that always put images in my head that I was trying to fight. 
 
    "I really just want to feel this amazing body against mine," he said with a smirk, before letting go and turning to leave. 
 
    I shook my head, chuckling as I swatted him on the ass, making him gasp before turning to look at me with wide eyes. I raised an eyebrow at him, and a goofy smile spread across his face. 
 
    I wasn't sure what that smile was about. He might have been surprised by me, or even at himself. Whatever the reason, I was going to do my best to see more of it. If anyone in the world deserved to be happy and smile like an idiot all the time, it was him. 
 
    I already had his plate put together, but we'd been talking a while, so I was sure it wasn't all that warm anymore, so I scooped the contents onto a glass pan dish and warmed it in the oven before re-plating it. 
 
    He was standing in the middle of his room in nothing but a towel, staring into a drawer, but clearly not seeing anything when I made it upstairs with his food. 
 
    Shit. I needed to be good. I needed to be the man he, for some crazy reason, thought I was, but even the man he painted in his head had to have a dick, right? I knew this damn man did. It was hard not to take notice of the thing when it was quickly filling with blood.  
 
    I was a forty-year-old man who was about to turn forty-one. It should take a little more than the sight of smooth, lovely, glowing skin, and a sleek well-shaped body to get me hard. Wasn't my libido supposed to slow down, or something? When did that happen? Maybe I was having a mid-life crisis, but I was pretty sure I was supposed to buy a car I couldn't afford to make up for the fact that I was feeling less manly or something, right? 
 
    Was I doing my mid-life crisis all wrong? And if I was having a mid-life crisis, did that mean I was only going to live to eighty? But I had so many plans for my hundreds. 
 
    Shaking my head, I cleared my throat, making Justice jump before blinking over at me in question. "You okay?" I asked, moving further into the room and putting his plate on the nightstand next to his bed. 
 
    "Yeah, sorry," he said, giving me a tired smile. "I think I zoned out a little there." He reached up running his hand through his wet hair. "At least I remembered to finish my shower." 
 
    I chuckled, sitting on the edge of his bed, and then immediately regretting it, since I suddenly felt like maybe I should get out of there and let him put some clothes on, eat and go to sleep. 
 
    He pulled some underwear out of his drawer, and I started to rise, ready to give him privacy, but he dropped his towel, and my ass dropped back to the bed like my knees had been taken out. And they had, really, by the sight of his naked ass. 
 
    Motherfucker, that is a beautiful ass. And there was absolutely no way I was not going to see those two perfect globes along with the rest of his sleek form in every single fantasy I had until the day I died.  
 
    I made a weird sound with my throat as he bent over to step into his boxer briefs, making the muscles of his ass flex, but he didn't seem to notice, since when he turned around after pulling them up, his eyes were almost completely closed. 
 
    He crawled up on the bed and under the covers and I did my best not to watch the way his body moved while he did, but I was seriously about to give up on this idea he had of me where I was actually a good guy altogether. I was losing control fast, and I was starting to think I didn't really care if I had any or not.  
 
    He blinked over at me for a moment, his eyes tired and maybe a little confused, and I held the plate out to him. He looked down at it and then back up at me before he chuckled sleepily and took it, pulling it into his lap. 
 
    He ate slowly, clearly crashing hard, and I did my best to keep my creepy eyes off of his body. He was vulnerable in more ways than one just then, and using his incoherent state to steal glances at him was not winning me any points in heaven. I'd have turned around completely if I wasn't afraid he was going to choke or something while I wasn't looking. 
 
    I sighed, ready to resign myself to hell where I probably belonged, when I caught sight of the scars on his side where the blanket had fallen down around his hips revealing skin I must have missed earlier when he was climbing into the bed, probably because he crawled in head first and his other side had been facing me. 
 
    I reached out tentatively, touching the skin just over his hipbone in the front, dragging my fingers over the light pink and only slightly raised skin. Recent, but not since he'd been here.  
 
    He sucked in a breath, his eyes going wide as he looked down where my fingers were moving over one of the worst scars, still quite a bit more raised and a little darker that the others. 
 
    "What are these from?" I asked, stupidly letting my fingers move back and forth across them, dragging my fingers over healthy normal skin in the process. 
 
    I needed to stop. I'd already crossed lines tonight that was going to make it hard not to cross them again later, but the temptation to touch the smooth, silky skin was too much. 
 
    He leaned back on his arms, giving me more access than he should, shuddering slightly when my fingers dipped low enough to skim the top of his underwear.  
 
    "The final straw," he said huskily before swallowing hard. "Cigarette burns and a knife. He seemed normal… well, sane. It's not exactly normal to get a prostitute." He chuckled, shaking his head and then sucking in another breath when I traced around the whole thing with my index finger.  
 
    He cleared his throat. "I wasn't a fan of the cigarette smoke in the air, but he never actually smoked it, so I just ignored it at first. There is so much you just put into the category of not my fucking business when you're working like that. I just wanted to get in there, get it over with and get out." He shrugged, watching my hand play with his skin. "He stayed clothed, and I have to admit, I was actually relieved. That happened a lot more than you'd think. Men who basically just wanted to have you strip so they could look at you and touch themselves. The less contact I had in a day the better." 
 
    He met my eyes and I gave him a sympathetic smile and a small nod, letting him know I was still with him.  
 
    "He just told me to strip and then he tied me up." Justice cleared his throat and swallowed hard. "I've had people tie me up before. Well, I had one guy do it, but he always left me a string to pull so I could untie myself if I wanted. I thought this would be the same, so I never even thought to stop him. I was such a fucking idiot. He never gave me the string. I started to ask him, but that was when he burned me with the cigarette. He had to keep lighting cigarettes and then he'd put them out on my skin. When he brought out the knife for the first time, I really thought he was going to kill me. I think he thought the same thing too.  
 
    "He spent four hours doing all this. He even checked his watch constantly, like he was timing himself… or maybe he was timing me, seeing how long I could take the pain before I started screaming. I don't know. When he finally cut me free, threw down some money and went to the bathroom, I stole his license out of his wallet and went and got sewed up and my burns treated at the ER then gave the ID to the nurse along with all the money he gave me and left. She didn't even try to stop me. She probably sees shit like that all the time, but I was hoping she might turn him in. I definitely couldn't, my ass would be in jail with him." 
 
    I leaned down, watching his eyes as I pressed a kiss to the worst of the scars, watching them widen and darken as his lips parted.  
 
    Damn it!  I needed to get away from him before I did something really fucking stupid while he was vulnerable. He joked all the time about things that made me crave him, and the way he was reacting to me right then made me want something I wasn't sure he'd be offering if he was completely in his right mind. 
 
    I was the one who was going to have to gain some control. It was time to focus on something else. The man who'd caused Justice so much pain sounded like a perfect place to start. 
 
    Pressing one last kiss to the flesh and resisting the urge to lick just so I could watch his eyes and see what happened, I sat up, taking a deep breath and clearing my throat.  
 
    "Give me a name, I'll find out if he's in jail." 
 
    He licked his lips, his eyes still dark with something I really didn't need to be thinking about. After a moment, he shook his head, sitting up and pulling the blanket up slightly, covering the scars.  
 
    He pursed his lips, narrowing his eyes on me. "Why do I feel like finding out whether or not the guy is in jail isn't the only reason you want the name?" 
 
    "No, I definitely need to know if the guy is in jail. It will change some things, but not by much."  
 
    I had just as many friends on the inside as I did on the outside.  
 
    Relax! I'm not talking about killing the guy… though honestly, who'd be sad about that if I did? Sometimes there were worse things than dying and people lost testicles in prison fights all the time… or something like that.  
 
    "What he did to you, that doesn't sound like a one-time thing," I told him, assuring him that I had a good reason to do whatever it was that I did once I had a name and a location, but the truth was, once was enough for me. Justice was enough for me. 
 
    Justice bit his bottom lip, looking worried. "I was worried about that. That's the only reason I stole his license, but I didn't stick around for a trial, or anything like that, and I didn't know how to find out whether or not he was in jail. Or what to do with the information if he wasn't." 
 
    "Thankfully, I do know what to do with it." 
 
    "Well, that doesn't sound scary as hell," he said, giving me a shadow of his usual smirk. "Is this part of that thing you'll tell me about some other time?"  
 
    He started to rise, but I stopped him, taking the plate and its half-eaten contents out of his hand and setting it on the nightstand beside me before gesturing to the bed with my head. 
 
    He rolled his eyes, smiling sleepily as he slid down under the covers and getting comfortable.  
 
    "In part, yes. If you're worried that I was a killer or something like that, I wasn't. Though, I did know some, and I was sure tempted to kill some of the bastards I came in contact with daily." 
 
    He gave a goofy shrug/nod thing that ended on a slow blink, but he seemed to shake off the sleepiness for a moment as he looked up at me with those pretty brown eyes. "Do you…" 
 
    Looking away, he frowned, and I knew by the way he was acting that he was thinking about all the things he told me, worried about what I thought, but not sure how to ask. He looked almost pained. 
 
    "Do I, what?" Because I was a fucking idiot who didn't know how to not completely fuck myself over sometimes, I reached out, threading my fingers through his still-damp hair, lightly massaging his scalp. 
 
    "Do you have plans for Christmas?" he asked quickly. "Do I need to find somewhere to be?" 
 
    I narrowed my eyes, leaning down to put my face close to his. "That's not what you were going to ask me." He blinked, watching my expression, but he didn't offer anything else.  
 
    "If what you were going to ask me is if I think less of you because of what you used to do for a living, the answer is no," I whispered, my mouth closer to his than I'd meant for it to be. It was like I no longer had control of my own actions, and instead of pulling back as soon as I realized how close I was, I leaned in further, pressing my lips to his. 
 
    He gasped, his lips moving against mine, and I groaned, barely resisting the urge to suck his bottom lip into my mouth or slip my tongue inside for a taste.  
 
    I was breathing hard when I pulled back, my body way beyond the point of wanting. I needed, but I also knew that right then was not the time. I swallowed, smiling down at the awe look on his face as his hand came up, his fingers lightly pressing against his beautiful lips.  
 
    "My plans for Christmas involve taking meals around to people who need them on Christmas Eve, and then sitting around being lazy on Christmas Day and crossing my fingers that the tiny chance of snow we are getting, turns into a white Christmas. All of which I'd really like you to join me for." 
 
    "Nobody's ever kissed me before," he whispered, making me jolt slightly. 
 
    "What?" My voice cracked like it hadn't since I was like fourteen. "Fuck. How old were you when you started prostituting, Justice?" 
 
    He'd never even kissed anyone? How the hell did he go from some innocent kid who'd never even kissed someone to prostitution? I didn't even want to think about what that first time might have been like for him. Shit. 
 
    "Sixteen," he said, still looking awed as he stared at my lips while touching his. "I hadn't even held another boy's hand before that." 
 
    "Fuck." It was worse than I thought. I took the hand he was holding to his mouth and brought it up to mine, cupping it gently and pressing kisses to his knuckles as I contemplated just how much Justice Wright had gone through. "I'm so sorry I stole your first kiss," I whispered against his knuckles, taking a deep breath and closing my eyes. 
 
    "I'm not," he whispered back, a small, tired smile tipping up the corners of his mouth, as he closed his eyes. "I love those plans for Christmas. If you really want me tagging along, I think that would be the perfect way to spend the day." 
 
    "You don't have to count it," I said, pressing his hand to my chest. "You should give your first kiss to whoever you choose, and you didn't give it, anyway. I took it. It shouldn't count." 
 
    I wasn't sure why I was still going on about the kiss. He'd already forgiven me, but I couldn't let it go. For someone who'd basically had to give up everything in life in one way or another… I just couldn't stand the thought that I'd taken away yet one more thing that he should have had a chance to do with as he pleased. 
 
    Even as the asshole in me was happy my lips had been the first to touch his. Jeez, I seriously hated myself sometimes. I worked so hard to be a good person, but it was things like this and thoughts like that which made me realize I really hadn't come as far as I thought. 
 
    His blinks started to get longer and longer, and he gave another of those goofy shrug/nod things that I didn't really know how to interpret, but sure made him look cute, especially when he yawned so big, tears pushed their way out of the corners of his closed eyes.  
 
    "You didn't know I hadn't already given it," he said ridiculously on the tail end of that yawn. "I'm a twenty-two-year-old ex-prostitute. It would definitely make sense that I had already had my first kiss." 
 
    I glared down at him, but he didn't see it, because his eyes were absolutely not opening anymore. "None of that matters," I whispered, placing one last kiss to the knuckles of his hand before laying it on his chest and stroking over the veins on top with my thumb. "I shouldn't have taken a kiss without asking, even if it was your millionth." 
 
    Another big yawn, this one with a high-pitched groan at the end. "Maybe, but you're the only person I would have given it to anyway," he said, absolutely spilling my insides out on the ground around him without any knowledge of it as he passed out cold, lightly snoring. 
 
    Fuck. He was going to kill me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
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    I liked to think I was a mature, somewhat mentally healthy adult, especially given where I'd come from. I liked to think that for the most part, I let logic have a pretty tight rein on the things in my life.  
 
    But I'd be damned if I wasn't stupidly smiling at the wall because I'd been kissed by Luther Hawkins. He hadn't even stuck his tongue in my mouth. It could barely be called a kiss, and probably wasn't even considered a real kiss by many people's standards, but it was to me, and even though Luther had felt horrible about taking it, and even told me that I shouldn't count it, I'd remember it forever, and cherish the sentiment behind the sweet peck. 
 
    I reached up for the thousandth time to touch the skin of my lips lightly, still imagining the tingle that had burst across my mouth the moment our skin had touched, just like my skin had tingled everywhere else he'd touched me.  
 
    "What are you doing up so early?" Luther asked, making me jump and jerk my hand away from my mouth guiltily. 
 
    Jeez, you'd think I was in here, pretending to make out with my hand by the way I'd overreacted.  
 
    I cleared my throat, turning in my chair… from where I had been staring at absolutely fucking nothing, to watch Luther as he poured himself some coffee before leaning back against the counter and taking a decent-sized sip. 
 
    Making a face, I watched him as he took another.  
 
    That shit has to be hot. I'd put three whole ice-cubes in mine, and I was still blowing on it before each tentative sip. And it was black with no sugar. I reached up, scratching the spot between my pecs where I'd managed to cultivate a few barely there chest hairs, wondering if I'd get residual growth from being that close to someone drinking that hardcore coffee. He might as well have just been chewing on straight coffee beans… if they'd been pulled right out of the center of a volcano. 
 
    "I went to bed before you did," I said finally, blinking like I had a twitch or something in my eye when he took another long drink. 
 
    He nodded, raising an eyebrow at my wimp coffee with its lovely toffee color, and I covered it, refusing to let him scare it. "That's true." 
 
    He was quiet after that, sipping on his fire coffee like it might drop below three thousand degrees and therefore become unpalatable, staring off at his own spot of nothingness, and I wondered if he was thinking about the night before as well.  
 
    Most likely. He probably came in here, found me sitting there like a jackass fondling my lips, and thought I was crazy.  
 
    Oh shit. I guess I'll have to hide my underwear after this, or this mofo is going to be snorting my ball sweat like cocaine.  
 
    Okay, I'd admit that maybe I'd had a few too many of my wimp coffees this morning… and I'd also admit… no I wouldn't. 
 
    "I'm sorry about last night," I blurted, when I couldn't take his silent contemplation a moment longer, since I had no doubt he was probably trying to figure out how to slip me into the straitjacket without me gnawing off one of his fingers. 
 
    What the fuck is wrong with you this morning? 
 
    Luther turned to look at me, tilting his head to the side and giving me a sweet smile before putting down his coffee and opening his arms. "Come here."  
 
    Seriously, I'd lived a long fucking time without being hugged, and though it had always looked like people got something from hugs, I'd truly thought I could probably live my entire life without one and be fine… until Luther hugged me. 
 
    He'd ruined me! I didn't know if I could ever go back to a world where I didn't get wrapped in those strong arms and pulled against that equally strong chest. 
 
    I barely remembered to put my coffee safely on the table before I was standing and practically running over to Luther, hitting him hard enough with my chest to make us both grunt, and then he was wrapping his arms around me, and it was almost like all of my problems melted away. I didn't need anything beyond this. I could live off his hugs alone for the rest of my life. 
 
    "I'm so weird," I groaned, pressing my face into one of his pecs, running my cheek up and down the soft fabric of his T-shirt. 
 
    Had he put the shirt and pants on for me? And did he do it because he was worried I might think he was making a move on me, or because he didn't want me to make a move on him?  
 
    He hadn't been wearing clothes that night I'd seen him in the middle of the night. Trust me, I'd never forget that. So, I was pretty sure he didn't sleep with that many clothes on. Was I over analyzing it? I glanced down at my T-shirt and pants before groaning and rubbing my face against his chest again. 
 
    Of course, I was overanalyzing it. Why had I put a shirt and pants on? Because it would have felt weird and kinda rude to keep them off when I had been about to go down into the kitchen for some coffee. 
 
    "Why am I such a mess?" I whined into Luther's chest, rolling my forehead against the deliciously hard pecs while my hands continuously roamed over his muscular back and sides. "I'm trying to be normal… well, less weird, I guess, but I can't seem to get it right." 
 
    He was smiling down at me when I leaned my head back, looking up. "You're not doing anything wrong," he said softly. "I don't think you give yourself enough credit for how far you've come and how strong you are to even be here in the first place." 
 
    I curled my lip, feeling far from strong as I hoarded his hugs like one of my foster moms used to collect old scraps of fabric for when we all did crafts together. I lived in that house six months and never once even drew a squiggle in my cereal bowl.  
 
    I held on until it was absolutely necessary to let go, wound up from my wimp coffee, and overthinking every little thing Luther did because of one tiny little peck kiss that he probably didn't even consider a kiss and had probably completely forgotten about.  
 
    "I like everything a lot more when you boss me around," I said on a sigh, surprised to see a flash of heat enter his eyes.  
 
    "Most people take offense to being bossed around." His voice had gone deeper, nearly a growl. He cleared his throat. "Do you think it's because you've always had to make your own decisions, and you're just tired?" 
 
    I licked my lips, my body getting hotter and hotter the longer I stood there in his arms. His eyes flared and he watched my mouth for a long moment.  
 
    I don't think that's the only reason.  But I probably shouldn't tell him that the way his voice sounded when he was telling me what to do sometimes made me so fucking hot, he could probably boss me straight into an orgasm if he ordered me to come.  
 
    I swallowed, hoping he didn't notice how fast my heart was beating against his chest, or how hard I was breathing. "I think I like not having to make decisions for myself. I like not having to think so hard about my next move, especially since I suck at it." 
 
    He frowned, shaking his head. "You don't suck at it. You just didn't have much of a choice to begin with. Your options were limited, and you did the best you could with what you had." 
 
    I guess we're going to just ignore the whole you like bossing and I like being bossed thing, huh? It was probably for the best. I was already struggling to keep my head above water where he was concerned anyway. I didn't need any more reasons to be attached to him. I was already at the point of not knowing what the hell I was going to do when this all ended.  
 
    I mean, it couldn't go on forever. I didn't care how nice Luther was, he was going to get sick of me living in his house.  
 
    I sighed, rubbing my face against his chest again, taking long, deep breaths of his scent. I was going to miss this too. Who was going to hug me when it was time for me to move on, and where the hell was I ever going to live?  
 
    Everything that was affordable was going to be outside of town, and even if the people I rented from weren't giant assholes, like Brian, and charged me a decent rent, I was still going to have to find a way to get to and from work, so that would just put me right back to not being able to buy food and living off of ramen again. 
 
    I whimpered, snuggling closer, wanting to not have to think about what was going to happen later, wanting to just enjoy this moment with Luther, wanting to just enjoy his hug. 
 
    "What are you doing?" he said after a moment, sounding amused. 
 
    I stopped in the middle of snuffling at his collar of his shirt, smirking up at him. "What? You smell so good. Did you put cologne on before you left your room?" I pulled my hands around from behind him, sliding them along his side and up over his chest. "And how old are you? Shouldn't you have like saggy pecs and a beer belly?" 
 
    He rolled his eyes, but he didn't stop me from feeling him up, so I just kept on doing it, letting my hands trail down the front of his shirt, meeting his eyes and waiting for him to stop me. He didn't. 
 
    He hummed when I slipped my hands beneath his shirt, lightly skimming them up his abs. "I guess. I turn forty-one on Monday," he said huskily, his eyes going dark and color rising in his cheeks, letting me know that my touch was affecting him. 
 
    What the hell am I doing? Flirting with him constantly was one thing, but I was taking this too far, wasn't I? I should stop. I should pull my hands out of his clothing and step away before he remembered what I was… but he felt so good under my hands, and I loved the way his arms were tightening around me, pulling me even closer. 
 
    "Your birthday is Christmas Eve Eve?" I asked, biting my lip when he shuddered as the tip of my middle finger grazed one of his nipples. 
 
    His eyes were hot and intense as he watched me, and his hands slid lower on my back, his fingertips brushing the band of my pajama pants. "I guess." 
 
    I couldn't be imagining the heat in his eyes, right? Just like I hadn't imagined it the night before when he'd been touching the skin on and around my scars, when he'd slid his finger along the band of my underwear. 
 
    "We should run around in our birthday suits for your birthday," I said, trying to lighten the delicious tension in the room. "You know, because we're festive people." 
 
    This was another of those decisions I didn't want to have to make. I wanted Luther to a degree I hadn't thought possible considering the way I'd always seen sex up until this point, but I also wanted more, and though I really didn't see him using and ditching me, I also couldn't see how he could possibly want anything else from me. I still had nothing to offer this relationship. 
 
    He blinked, shaking his head slightly before he chuckled and narrowed his eyes. "Okay. That's a great idea." 
 
    "What?" I asked, my mind a little slower to catch up. "What's a great idea?" 
 
    He pulled me in tighter, squeezing me hard, trapping my still roaming hands between our bodies. "Running around in our birthday suits for my birthday." 
 
    "It is?"  
 
    "Definitely." He smirked, and I narrowed my eyes, trying to decide if he was kidding or not. "I'm nothing if not festive." 
 
    I couldn't help but feel like I was being played. Was I going to come out of my room on his birthday in nothing but my birthday suit to a room full of people with cameras? Maybe I should wear a Santa hat too. 
 
    "What did you have planned for today?" he asked, after I spent far too long watching him, trying to decipher his face. 
 
    "I was thinking about doing some Christmas shopping, but if we're really running around naked for your birthday, I might need to go to the gym instead." 
 
    He chuckled, his hands moving lower, the tips of his fingers not quite touching the top of my ass. "Do you mind if I tag along?" 
 
    At least he was nice enough not to ask who the hell I had to buy for. I shrugged, smiling. "As long as you don't peek at what I'm getting you." 
 
    "You know you don't need to buy me anything, right?" 
 
    I sighed, pursing my lips to the side as I tried to decide whether or not I should divulge my biggest reason behind desperately wanting to get him a gift and watch him open it on Christmas.  
 
    "Okay, so here's the thing. I don't want you to do that thing where you get all poor Justice, okay?" 
 
    "I don't do that," he said, pulling his head back further like he was offended. "I don't feel sorry for you." I blinked at him in surprise. I hadn't meant to imply anything bad. I'd just meant because I was a mess, and he was so fucking put together, and he'd brought me to live with him because of my circumstances. "I hate that you've been through all the things that you've been through, but look at you. You're one of the strongest people I know." 
 
    Ow! Not only did I feel guilty for offending, but of course he had to go and say something like that. I sighed, dropping my forehead to his chest. "You're… gah!" Ruined! I was falling in love with this man at hyper-speed and he just kept piling on the reasons. 
 
    He squeezed his arms around me, and I happily rubbed my face against his chest.  
 
    "Tell me what you were going to tell me," he said, against the top of my head, his warm breath soaking into my scalp. 
 
    "No." 
 
    His hand landed on my neck first, his thumb dipping into the hollow just below my Adam's apple, before sliding up under my chin so he could tip my head back and look down into my eyes. "Tell me." 
 
    Damn! I never should have told him I liked it when he told me what to do. I had a feeling he was never going to let me get away with anything now.  
 
    I pursed my lips, narrowing my eyes on his before I sighed. "This will kinda be my first Christmas to actually get to buy something for someone, and I'm kinda excited about it." His hard, bossy eyes went soft, and a small smile tipped one corner of his mouth, making him look sexy and sweet. "Stop making that face." 
 
    The smile grew and he actually leaned down to press his forehead against mine, putting his mouth so fucking close.  
 
    I wanted another kiss so bad I could barely breathe. I hadn't thought about much else since his lips had sweetly touched mine, but he'd never even acknowledged that it had happened since then, making me think he either didn't want it to happen again, or he was doing what he'd told me to do which was to not even count it as a kiss. 
 
    I was sure to someone like him, who probably had many wonderful kisses throughout his life, a brief peck given to someone who was having a rough night probably really wasn't a kiss, but to me… it had been everything, and I desperately wanted more. 
 
    "I thought you liked it better when I bossed you around," he said, almost against my lips. 
 
    "I do, but just… let me do this." He watched me for a moment, his face almost too close to even clearly make out the features, but finally he sighed, giving me a small nod. "There's something else I need from you," I added, knowing I was pushing my luck. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    I bit my lip, my fingers digging into the skin of his chest. "I need you to stop giving me a paycheck." 
 
    "What?" He jerked back, pulling away from me enough to frown down at me. "Why? No, you're like the hardest worker there." 
 
    "I know, but as long as I'm living with you, I would really like it if you didn't pay me to work there. Or, if you'd rather, I can give you my check for rent." When he opened his mouth to argue further, I lifted my hand to his mouth, smirking when I took part of his shirt with me, making the whole thing look ridiculous. "My tips are enough to take care of whatever little things I might need here and there, and I'd feel a lot better about living with you and eating your food… and stealing all these hugs, if I paid rent." 
 
    "Fine," he said through his teeth.  
 
    I moved my arms back around his body and gave him another hard squeeze, and then I moved away, glad to see he was as reluctant to let me go as I was to let him go when his hands slid the entire length of my arms to my hand, gripping them lightly. 
 
    "I'm going to go get ready," I said, giving him a small smile.  
 
    "We'll run by the café and grab something to eat before we leave." His eyes drilled into mine and his voice was stern and sexy, and I sighed happily. 
 
    He spent the rest of the morning sticking close to my side, even when we were at the café where he pulled me into the booth next to him, making everyone in the room eye us oddly, and I had no doubt that people were going to start speculating about our relationship if he didn't stop looking at me like I had all of his attention, and leaning in to talk close to my ear, though by the looks on their faces, they didn't disapprove… well, most didn't. Randle Paige glared pretty hard in our direction several times. 
 
    But even with the attentive way he was treating me, I could tell there was something on his mind, and the last thing I wanted was for our good time to be spoiled by him being even slightly upset. 
 
    "Okay, I said as we walked out of one of the cute little shops set up in the old building that read Bank across the top, but hadn't been an actual bank in probably seventy years. What's wrong?" 
 
    'Nothing," he grumbled, and I rolled my eyes, grabbing his arm and dragging him to the edge of the sidewalk so we weren't holding up the unusual amount of traffic––or maybe not so unusual considering it was the Saturday before Christmas.  
 
    I sat my bags down, and reached out to take his out of his hands and set them close to mine before wrapping my arms around his waist and giving him a giant hug, hoping it would work for him the way it worked for me.  
 
    I leaned my head back, happy to see the stress start to ease from his shoulders. "You're lying. Are you still pouting about the paycheck thing?" 
 
    "What if I told you I wanted to take care of you?" he asked, letting me know that he was in fact still pouting.  
 
    "I'd tell you to get a puppy," I said snarkily, though I wasn't actually offended since I really did like the idea of him taking care of me… but the idea of him getting sick of me and sending me on my way made the idea of relying on his care hard to entertain. 
 
    It wasn't like I didn't trust him, or that I thought he might be one of those people who jumped in feet first without a lot of thought… well, he probably wasn't usually, but it was hard to deny that even just a week ago, he'd been trying to avoid me every opportunity he got, but now suddenly he was hugging me and holding me and kissing me and offering to spend the day with me. That was a pretty big change in a small amount of time, and I just didn't see how it wasn't going to fizzle out for him when he realized just how little I was bringing to the table. 
 
    "But you're already potty trained." He smirked when I rolled my eyes. "I'm serious, though, he said, jostling me. "I like taking care of you. Is it because it would make you feel like a kept man or something?" 
 
    "No." I hadn't actually thought about that, but it was oddly nice that he had. I should probably be embarrassed that he would even consider something like that, but to me it felt like he was so worried about making me feel bad, he was thinking about things that nobody else probably would have thought to make sure I wasn't sensitive about. "We aren't even having sex." I didn't add on the hopeful yet because though things seemed to be leaning that way, I wasn't completely sure I was reading the situation right.  
 
    I was sadly as inexperienced in that department as I was in the hugging and kissing. 
 
    He narrowed his eyes like he was trying to get more out of my single syllable answer before he sighed, probably just giving up. "What about school?" 
 
    I blinked. "What do you mean?" 
 
    "Have you thought about going to college?" 
 
    "No." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    What the hell would I go to school for? I didn't really know what kind of options someone like me would have. My grades had been pretty good when in junior high when I'd still been living in the group home, but the two years I'd spent with my last family had been… I'd definitely had some distractions.  
 
    "Luther, I seriously just got my GED, and at one point, I wasn't sure I was even going to be able to get that. Hell, just getting my birth certificate and my social security card was a fight I wasn't sure I was going to win. Actually, having a possible future at all is honestly a bit of a luxury." 
 
    He nodded, pecking a kiss to my forehead and making me gasp in surprise. "Think about it." I shuddered at the command, and he smirked, noticing it before easing out of my hold. 
 
    It's the fucking forehead, Justice. Get a grip. I jogged to catch up, not knowing how he'd managed to get so far ahead of me. Probably because I'd stood there like an idiot touching my forehead and staring off into space. 
 
    "Did you go to college?" I asked when I fell into step beside him. 
 
    "No. I barely made it out of high school." I blinked up at him, somehow surprised to hear that, and he gave me a sexy half smile. "You know that kid that is constantly in fights at school and had a terrible attitude and a giant chip on their shoulder?" I nodded, remembering one of the kids from the group home I was living at until I was nearly fourteen. "That was me. I bet if we talked to any of my old classmates, they'd be surprised to learn I was still alive and not in prison." 
 
    "You've hinted that you used to have a pretty rough career. What exactly did you do?" 
 
    He'd told me he'd tell me sometime, so I didn't think I was overstepping anything by asking. 
 
    He frowned slightly, curling his lip. "A lot of what you saw last night. I worked under the table for a big time DA." 
 
    "You gave him blow jobs while he was eating?" 
 
    What? He left himself wide open with that one. 
 
    He gave me a stern look, raising his eyebrow, but I could tell he was trying not to laugh. "Do you want to hear this part, or not?" 
 
    "Actually…" I trailed off, trying to decide if I wanted to ask him if he was getting hungry and suggest we do a little under the table action, or I should just shut up so he could finish his story. "Okay. We'll talk about dinner later," I grumbled, crossing my arms.  
 
    Chuckling, he turned to face me, once again stalling us in the middle of the sidewalk. "It was nothing too fancy. I basically made informants where there weren't any." He paused waiting for my reaction, but I didn't really understand what he was saying, so I just shrugged. "I beat criminals up so they would tattle on other criminals." 
 
    "That doesn't seem so bad." 
 
    To be honest, I had still been leaning toward the killing people for a living thing, so him beating the crap out of bad people to catch worse people didn't really seem like a big deal at all.  
 
    "It was illegal," he pointed out, unnecessarily.  
 
    "So is prostitution in most places." 
 
    "It's not the same." 
 
    I shook my head. "You can try to act like you were running around beating up innocent people if you want, but I'm pretty sure I know you well enough by now to know that you weren't out there smacking old ladies around because G-ma Carla jaywalked in the middle of rush hour traffic… though I probably wouldn't blame you. Jaywalking is annoying, especially when it holds up traffic. Like, Bob, I only stopped because I'm pretty sure running you over would have been murder two. You throwing a hand in the air and waving does not make the fact that you are making me do the stop and go twenty feet from a four way any better. Walk the extra twenty feet next time and use the fucking crosswalk, dickhead." 
 
    "Wow," Luther said, chuckling as he stepped further into my space, wrapping his arms around my waist, the bags knocking against my hips as a mom with a five to six-year-old little boy walked by, tsking at me. 
 
    "Sorry," I said, giving her and the kid with the most interesting new terms to add to his vocabulary at school an apologetic wave. "Crosswalks are important." I turned to Luther, cringing. "He probably needed to hear that anyway. She looks like a Bob, and you know she's teaching that kid her jaywalking ways. You could see it in her eyes. So, G-ma Carla got what was coming to her. I really don't see the problem." 
 
    I really liked how he was looking at me right then, a small smile playing on his lips, and sweet affection in his eyes. 
 
    "What do you want for Christmas?" he asked softly after a long moment spent staring down at me. 
 
    "For you not to buy me anything for Christmas." 
 
    "I'm getting you something for Christmas, and you're going to let me." I shivered, pressing closer, his demanding tone making me desperate to comply. "You're not the only one that enjoys giving for Christmas. Plus, I really, really want to take care of you. You won't let me pay you, and you're insisting on getting me a gift." He leaned closer, and my entire focus became his mouth as his voice dropped low. "Tell me what you want." 
 
    I whimpered, biting my lip. "Damn. I guess I asked for it, huh?" Now that he knew my weakness, I had no doubt he was going to exploit it completely. Of course, there was the possibility what I wanted, he might not want to give. "Okay, but you can only give me what I want if you want to. Like, I don't want to receive this gift if it's not something you want also." 
 
    His head moved back on his neck as he frowned slightly. "Okay." 
 
    I licked my lips, swallowing hard. You can do this. You can ask for what you really want.  
 
    "A kiss," I whispered, my heart racing. "I'm counting the one last night as my first no matter what, because for my whole life, if anyone ever asked me about my first kiss, I told them I don't remember it, but now I get to say it was you, and I like that… but I would really, really like another kiss." 
 
    His eyes were like blue lasers as he watched my face, and I thought I might actually faint as he leaned in, pressing his lips to mine. I moaned, my eyes falling shut just from the pressure of his lips against mine. He tilted his head, his tongue sliding along the seam of my mouth and I opened. 
 
    His tongue slid slowly into my mouth, his pace slow and measured as it gently coaxed mine to play. It didn't take much coaxing. I'd been thinking about this very moment all day, dying to know what it would feel like to kiss Luther Hawkins.  
 
    He groaned against my mouth when I boldly licked at his tongue, sealing my lips a little more tightly against his. I needed more. I needed to explore every crevice, to taste as much of him as I could. I pushed my tongue more forcefully against his, and he responded by pushing back, our movements getting slightly more frantic. 
 
    The bags hit the ground behind me, and his hands slid against my back, pulling me in tighter as the kiss spun out getting a little more intense. When one of his hands moved down to cup my ass while the other moved up to wrap around the back of my neck, his body effectively controlling nearly every aspect of mine, I allowed my lower half to press forward, moaning at the friction of my dick rubbing against his thigh… and his, hard and thick against my stomach. 
 
    The hand on my ass clenched and I clawed at his back, my body more turned on than it had ever been. 
 
    A wolf whistle broke us apart and we both panted, my head falling immediately against his chest as I clutched at the back of his shirt, trying to catch my breath. 
 
    "You guys planning on giving the entire town a show for free?" Cutter asked from behind me, and I lifted my head to turn and find him leaning against the awkwardly placed column just outside the drugstore that I'd seen more than one person walk into while they were looking down at their phones. "At least charge a cover or something." 
 
    He smirked and walked off, and I turned back to look up at Luther. I was surprised to find him staring down at me so intensely his eyes dark as they moved over my face. 
 
    "It's not Christmas," I whispered stupidly, and he blinked before he smiled, leaning down to peck another kiss against my lips. 
 
    "I guess you'll have to pick a real present then." 
 
    "Right now, anything I ask for will be X-rated." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Movement out of the corner of my eye had me glancing up at the door to my bedroom, from where I sat on the bed with my back against the headboard. I'd been doing some of the bookwork I'd been putting off for a couple days.  
 
    I frowned at the way Justice seemed almost nervous standing there. 
 
    It had been hard letting him go earlier, and I'd actually taken his hand for the rest of our shopping, and though I hadn't really asked him, he didn't seem to be bothered by it in the least, smiling happily every time I looked over at him.  
 
    It took nearly half an hour of glances and happy, excited smiles for me to remember that he hadn't even held hands with anyone in a dating way before he'd had to make a choice no sixteen-year-old should have to—ever. I'd been so damn proud to show him off around town, it hadn't even occurred to me what might be running through his head in that moment, but I was so damn glad, I'd thoughtlessly grabbed his hand after seeing the look on his face. 
 
    It was nothing like the hesitant expression he was wearing right then. 
 
    "Are you okay?" I asked, closing my laptop and putting it on the nightstand next to my side of the bed.  
 
    I'd decided to give him a few days before I really went after him, but I'd left one side of my bed open for him, just in case he decided to come to me first.  
 
    "Yeah." He nodded quickly, swallowing hard, shifting his weight slightly. 
 
    I'd be more inclined to believe him if he wasn't looking at me all wide-eyed. 
 
    "Come here," I demanded, patting his spot next to me on the bed and lifting the blankets. 
 
    He sighed, his body sagging in relief like that had been what he'd been waiting for the whole time. I gave him a look when he was finally settled, and he blinked at me in confusion, until I pointedly glanced down at the several inches of space between our bodies, and he bit his lip trying to hide his smile as he scooted closer, pressing his entire side to mine. I put my arm around him, drawing his head to my chest and then slid us both a little further down on the bed, so his head was resting on me. 
 
    "What's wrong?" I asked softly after a long moment, pressing my cheek against the top of his head. 
 
    His voice was quiet and hesitant, but steady. "What you said earlier. Did you mean it?" 
 
    "If I said it, I meant it. What part do you mean?" 
 
    He swallowed hard, and I could feel his throat move against me. "The way you see me. Do you really think I'm strong?" His voice cut out slightly and he tilted his head back to look at me. I didn't think I'd ever seen him look so vulnerable, not even when he was telling me about his past and fully expecting me to reject him. "How are you not disgusted by what I did?" 
 
    "Are you kidding?" I shook my head, cupping the side of his face, caressing his cheek with my thumb. "Sweet, sweet Justice. You were a baby when you started working. You should have been picking out your first car and arguing with your parents about curfew, not making a decision of that magnitude, especially for a kid who was completely innocent. I'm disgusted with a lot of people for the life you had to live––your foster parents for not looking harder for you when you disappeared, and for causing you to hate life with them so much that you thought that was the only way, especially knowing how easily you adapt to everything. Any and every man who touched you, no doubt realizing just how young you were, before you turned eighteen––but not you. Never you." 
 
    A tear ran out of the corner of his eye, making my heart ache. My strong, beautiful boy should never cry, but I didn't know if it was better or worse that it was completely alone. I caught it with my thumb, watching it glisten against my digit as my heart constricted.  
 
    "Can I have another kiss?" he asked quietly, drawing my attention away from the wayward tear and back to his pretty brown eyes. 
 
    "You can have every kiss if you want them. They're all yours."  
 
    His eyes widened in surprise, and I didn't understand why. Could he not see the way everything about me was becoming completely obsessed with everything about him? Maybe it was that he couldn't recognize true affection after years of seeing temporary affection on men's faces and seeing little to none on the faces of those he should have trusted. Either way, I was going to make sure he learned what true affection looked like. 
 
    For a long moment, I thought I was going to have to be the one to make the first move. He seemed almost frozen, and I wondered if he might be nervous, but then suddenly he moved, surging the few inches he needed to press his mouth to mine, and I smiled against his lips before grabbing both sides of his head and tilting it. I rubbed our lips together before taking slow sips of his lips, gently sucking the flesh of his bottom one into my mouth before letting it go and doing it again.  
 
    He was completely pliant, his mouth curled in a small smile as I licked and sucked and even took tiny little nips. I kept my eyes open so I could watch the beautiful serene expression on his face just a little longer, before finally pressing inside, making us both moan as my lids fell shut, and I invited his tongue to slide sweetly against mine. 
 
    Damn! My boy was a quick learner. That first kiss had started out sweet and exploratory, but had quickly turned hot and needy for both of us when he got more confidence, and this one was just like that. His tongue slid against mine in demanding swipes, begging for more, and I slid a hand into the back of his hair, clutching the silky strands and controlling the tilt of his head. 
 
    He groaned and turned slightly, pressing more of his body against mine, and I growled, reaching down to wrap an arm around his waist and pull him up and over me. He settled on top of me perfectly, and his erection pressed to mine, sliding alongside each other, and he gasped against my mouth before groaning and rolling his hips. 
 
    The friction was exquisite, sending scalding heat through me, nearly making me crazed. I was shocked at how fast my body went to a whole new level of need. I'd honestly thought I was burning up already with the way he was kissing me, but I hadn't prepared for just how addictive this all would be. 
 
    I should have known. I've wanted him in an almost terrifying way from the moment I first saw him. 
 
    The fabric of his shirt was soft against the bare skin of my chest, but I wanted to feel his skin against mine. I tugged at the hem of his shirt and he lifted his lower half slightly as I slid it up. When his hips came back down to meet mine, he straddled me, spreading his legs wide so our dicks once again notched together, making us both moan all over again. 
 
    I let go of the shirt, sliding my hands down the soft, tight skin of his back and over the top of his pajama pants to cup his perfect ass, groaning when the two round globes filled my hands, and I squeezed, pressing his body even closer, humping up against him hard. 
 
    His shirt was up under his armpits and I could feel the head of his dick against the skin of my lower abs along with a great deal of pre-cum, telling me his pajama pants had slid down slightly during our grinding and he wasn't wearing any underwear, and I couldn't take not knowing what his bare ass cheeks would feel like against my palm anymore, especially with how good they felt right then. 
 
    Goosebumps broke out across his skin as my hands slipped beneath the band of his pants, and I pulled back slightly, needing to see his eyes and make sure they were the good kind, needing to make sure he was still enjoying himself. 
 
    His lips were swollen, and when he licked them, they shone invitingly. He looked as dazed as I felt, and I groaned, gripping his cheeks a bit tighter, making him keen out a stilted whimper. 
 
    "Luther, please," he whispered, dropping his face to the side of my neck, brushing his soft lips against my skin. 
 
    "Look at me, sweetheart." My voice was husky, and I sounded every bit as wrecked as I felt as he gasped at my endearment, his head popping up so he could blink down into my face with surprised but happy eyes. 
 
    "I like that," he whispered, his fingertips going to my lips. "I like that you called me that." 
 
    "Good. I like calling you that." 
 
    He licked his lips, his voice still a sweet, happy whisper when he spoke. "I want you." 
 
    I nodded, because that was what I wanted too, desperately, but before he could lean down and take my mouth again, I needed to make him understand something very important. "This won't mean just nothing, Justice," I said, my eyes boring into his. "Not with you. Not with us. If we do this, I get to keep you… and you have to let me take care of you." 
 
    I couldn't let him think he would get away from me after this. There was just no way I'd be able to let him go. He was already way too important to me, and I knew the feelings churning inside of me were probably way more intense than they should be for just giving him our first peck kiss the night before, but I'd been moving toward this from the beginning, always aware of his presence and watching him through the order window as he interacted with the people of the town, everyday finding more and more things to like about him or endearingly cute. 
 
    It was inevitable that I would eventually fall for him, really. There had never been another person in the world who drew me in quite like Justice. 
 
    "Damn, you aren't going to let go of that paycheck thing, are you?" he asked, smirking at me. " But if you're taking care of me, what do I need a paycheck for?" 
 
    I growled, narrowing my eyes. "I wasn't talking about the paycheck thing, but what if we get you a savings account. It will give you time to think about if you want to go back to school." 
 
    His smile was soft as he gave a small nod. "I like that idea. Being independent has been so necessary for so long, and I'll probably have trouble giving it up sometimes, but I really, really like the idea of you taking care of me." 
 
    "Are you sure about this?" I asked, giving his ass another squeeze just so he knew what I was asking, and he bit his bottom lip, his eyes widening with excitement as he gave another nod. 
 
    "You were my first kiss," he whispered. "And you'll be the first person I've ever wanted to give myself to." 
 
    I groaned, rolling him onto his back as I pressed my mouth to his, knowing how important that decision was to him.  
 
    Sure, he'd had the ability to say no to all those men who'd paid him for sex––hopefully––but he hadn't chosen them. He didn't go into any of those encounters with the hope of having a good time with someone. It had been a job, but with me, he was finally getting to choose to be with who he wanted to be with, and I was so fucking proud he'd chosen me. 
 
    The kiss turned frantic quickly, both of us trying to get closer with each stroke of our tongues and the way our bodies moved together. If I didn't slow down, it wouldn't matter that he chose me, because I'd already be on my way to the afterglow. 
 
    "Damn, Justice," I whispered, pulling back again and shaking my head as I peered down at his amazing mouth. "For someone who's never kissed before, you're fucking fantastic at it." 
 
    He smirked up at me, and I was glad to see my little flirt back instead of the vulnerability. "When your teacher is as hot as mine, you do what it takes to impress him." 
 
    "I'm impressed," I groaned, nipping at his lips. "I'm so fucking impressed." 
 
    Sitting back on my knees, I ignored his protesting whimpers and looked him over, taking my time. When I licked my lips at the sight of his pretty, dusky-pink head sticking up over the band of his pants, pre-cum glistening on his belly, I ran my hands down his body, stopping to lightly trace the scars on his side before leaning down to kiss them softly.  
 
    I cupped both of his hips, digging my thumbs into the hollows and loving the way my big, wide hands looked holding his narrow hips. I moved my eyes over him slowly, all the way back up to where his shirt was still bunched above his pecs and I leaned forward, pressing a kiss over his heart while gripping the material and pressing it up over his head, taking advantage of the way he arched out of the way to flick my tongue over his nipple, smiling at the muffled gasp. 
 
    He started to struggle, wrestling the shirt the rest of the way off, and I braced my elbows on either side of him, slipping my hands beneath his shoulder blades and pulling up, growling at the way his delicious body moved for me and the shudder that moved through him when I sucked the same nipple into my mouth and released it with a loud pop. 
 
    His teal hair was a mess when he finally freed himself from his material pillory, and his eyes were wide and dark as he looked down to where my mouth was less than an inch from his happily beaded nub, clearly intent on torturing it further. 
 
    He licked his lips like he was as much in it for the sight of my mouth against him as the feel, and I obliged, flattening my tongue over the entire disk, pressing down and rolling it in a circle. 
 
    "Fuck," he groaned, pressing his hips up, searching for friction. 
 
    I moved down, sucking the skin just below his pec into my mouth, loving the sounds he made as I left a mark on his skin.  
 
    I'd never been a possessive bastard. There was a fine line between control and controlling in a relationship, but I'd never felt it so necessary to prove that someone was mine.  
 
    I sucked marks on both sides of his abs and rolled my thumb over the exposed head of his dick as I bit lightly down on his hipbone. 
 
    "Oh fuck," he whispered toward the ceiling, before looking down his body at me with a fever in his eyes that I felt completely. 
 
    Gripping the sides of his pants, I waited until he lifted for me before sliding them down his legs and then off, my eyes immediately landing on the prettiest fucking dick I'd ever seen. I leaned down, pressing my nose to the crease of his groin, taking a long deep breath and moaning at his scent there before licking the same spot.  
 
    He gasped, spreading his legs further, and I didn't hesitate to turn my head and lick at his sack, stopping to tap my tongue against one of his balls, loving the sounds he made. 
 
    "Have you ever had a blow job, sweetheart?" 
 
    He made a choking sound before shaking his head. "Someone tried once, but I wouldn't let him," he said breathlessly. "It seemed too intimate, and I wasn't sure I'd be able to… perform. 
 
    I gave him a slow smile, and his eyes widened just before I licked up the front of his dick, making him convulse slightly and his cock jump. I flicked my tongue over the head, groaning at the flavor of the clear liquid leaking out. 
 
    Sliding my hand up his thigh to his hip and then across, so I could wrap my hand around his dick, I continued to lick at the head before standing him up and taking the tip into my mouth, rolling my tongue against it.  
 
    I opened wide, taking him all the way down my throat, gripping both hips when he writhed against the bed, and forcing them back down onto the mattress. His hands started scrambling across the sheets for purchase before reaching down and gripping my head. 
 
    "Luther, you have to stop," he said breathlessly. "I'm about to go, and I really want you inside me." 
 
    I groaned around him, and he gripped my head harder, biting down hard on that bottom lip while it looked like he was holding his breath.  
 
    Sliding off, I watched his dick throb and jerk, and I slowly eased off the bed, gripping the band of my underwear and pushing them down and off, watching his face the entire time. He watched me with his heated gaze, and I let him, taking my time pulling the drawer on the bedside table open, and taking out a condom and some lube. 
 
    I didn't know how he felt about it yet, so I was going to wait to bring it up, but I was already looking forward to the day when we could go bare, for the day when I could feel him wrapped around me with no barrier, but I wasn't ready to start pressuring him just yet. I needed longer to make sure he liked me enough to start telling him what I said to him before about keeping him, and I didn't just mean for a little while and then I was going to let him go. I'd never fucking let him go. 
 
    I opened the condom and started to slide it on, but he sat up, reaching out to stop me by grabbing my wrist with one hand before reaching out with the other and wrapping it around my dick.  
 
    I moaned at the feel of his fingers touching me so intimately, thrusting my hips forward.  
 
    "I wanted to feel it in my hand," he whispered, his pretty brown eyes sliding up my body to look into my face. "You feel so good." 
 
    I groaned, trying to stand still as he stroked me a few times, but his hand felt so perfect wrapped around me.  
 
    "Put the condom on me, sweetheart," I said, handing him the rubber. His hands shook slightly as he rolled it over my shaft before lying back against the bed again, and we both spent the next few moments once again cataloguing each other's bodies.  
 
    "I tried to imagine what you'd look like," he confessed. "I thought about you like this a lot. You're even more gorgeous than I'd thought you'd be." 
 
    Leaning forward, I put my hands on the bed on either side of his legs so I could crawl up the mattress, and he spread his legs for me, giving me the space I needed to move between them.  
 
    Words I didn't think he was ready for, or would even believe, were running through my head as I kissed up his thigh to his hip, sliding my hands up his body. "I knew you'd be perfect," I whispered instead. 
 
    I sat up and leaned back, grabbing the lube off of the bed, and immediately popping the cap. He watched me with wide eyes as I poured some on my fingers. 
 
    "Are you going to get me ready?" he asked, sounding surprised, and I froze, tilting my head to the side as I studied him… and then it dawned on me.  
 
    Of course, he wouldn't let people get him ready. That act was probably something he did himself to make sure it was done right. In a lot of ways, this sweet man was so incredibly innocent. So many firsts he didn't get to do, and so many he didn't get to do the right way. If anyone in the world needed someone to cherish and take care of them, it was him. 
 
    "I am," I said, once again rubbing the lube over my fingers to make sure they were good and coated.  
 
    He bit his lip, looking a little nervous, and I knew without asking that he'd probably never had anyone touch there with their hands, but he pulled his knees up, putting the bottoms of his feet on my thighs, exposing himself, and I groaned, reaching out to lightly run my lubed fingers from his balls along his crack, sliding them across his hole. He shuddered, and I went back the other way, stopping when I felt the wrinkled flesh of his entrance and then rubbed lightly. 
 
    He gasped, his hips twitching, and I continued to press and rub. When I pressed harder with the tip of my middle finger, we both moaned when it slid in, and I hummed at the delicious heat practically scalding me.  
 
    I bent forward, mouthing at the skin of his groin and hips, his upper thighs and lower abs, wanting him to stay on his high, but not wanting to send him over the edge as I stretched him, especially when I had three fingers in him, and his body was already moving in a way that indicated he wanted more… and then I pressed firmly against the top of his channel, and he yelled, his hips punching up against the air hard. 
 
    "Please, Luther. I'm ready. Please, please, please." 
 
    I moaned, dropping my forehead to his hip, hoping I somehow managed to hold it together when I finally got inside him, and I eased my fingers out. I drizzled more lube on my condom-covered dick and more still on his hole, needing to know I wasn't going to hurt him.  
 
    Lining myself up, I pressed inside, my stomach spasming as his heat surrounded the tip, and I froze, dying to push all the way in, but worried about hurting him. I met his glassy fevered eyes as he groaned, rolling his hips and forcing himself down around my dick another inch. 
 
    "More," he choked out frantically, looking desperate as he clutched at my body, trying to pull me closer. "Please. I need more." 
 
    I leaned down, capturing his lips as I slid the rest of the way in, swallowing the gasp and then the moan as the left his mouth and then kissing him deeply. He wrapped his arms around my neck, sucking my tongue into his mouth, and groaning around it.  
 
    We moved together, our bodies finding the other's rhythm almost immediately. I angled my hips, and he cried out, ripping his mouth from mine for a moment before attacking again as I began to peg his prostate over and over.  
 
    His hands were buried in my hair, as he ate at my mouth, and I reached between us, wrapping my hand around his dick and stroking to the rhythm of me pounding into him. I felt my orgasm building with each thrust, but I wanted this to be as good an experience for him as it was for me… and it was fucking amazing, and I never wanted it to end. 
 
    A few pumps later and Justice's back arched, and he spurted between us, his ass sucking me further inside him and pulling me over. My body bowed forward over him as I was nearly swept up in the most deliriously perfect moment of my life. My body locked up and I shot, collapsing on top of him, as shudders moved through me. 
 
    "Oh my god," Justice groaned, his breathing harsh and his pulse rapid. "That was… I never want to leave this bed." 
 
    I nodded against his neck before suddenly worrying I might be crushing him. I slowly drew my hips back, pulling from his body and basically flopping off him, onto my back, just needing a few moments to get control of my shaking body before I got up and cleaned us off.  I reached down, barely having he strength to slide the condom off before tying it in a knot and letting it drop to the floor by the bed. 
 
    Just a few more moments and I'd get up and go get a rag to clean us… except, I didn't make it. Instead, Justice rolled toward me, pressing himself against my body and putting his head on my chest, getting comfortable, and then I was out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
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    I woke up Saturday morning, happily wrapped in Luther's arms, and even though I needed to pee so bad I was in actual pain, I didn't want to get up. 
 
    We had woken up sometime in the middle of the night, both already hard and his dick moving in the crease of my ass while his hand worked my dick, and the still mostly asleep part of my brain very nearly reached back and pressed him against my still fairly stretched hole, but thankfully, I caught myself before it was too late. 
 
    I knew I was clear because I'd gone and gotten tested religiously while I'd still been working, even though I never went without a condom, and I was still adamant about getting checked. I had no doubt Luther was clear because I knew the man well enough to know that he would never put me in the position to even potentially harm me, and that included catching something from him. 
 
    My issue with going bare with Luther was simply that we hadn't talked about it. We hadn't talked about our relationship, or what either of us were planning for our futures… and he didn't know if I was clear.  
 
    The last thing I wanted was to get caught up in unprotected sex and for him to freak out afterward because he wasn't sure. I wouldn't even be able to fault him for being worried about it. I'd been a fucking prostitute for five years. He'd be stupid not to worry. 
 
    Sighing, I eased out of his hold, turning to look at his happily sleeping gorgeous form before turning to go to the bathroom. Once I was done, I wasn't sure that I'd be able to get back to sleep, so I decided to get up and make coffee.  
 
    I was on my second cup, staring out the window, when he came down into the kitchen, wrapping his arms around me from behind and kissing the back of my neck lightly, giving me goosebumps. 
 
    He lifted one of his hands, showing me his phone and what looked like an email, and I immediately recognized the man in the tiny picture attached. Unfortunately, I'd never forget that face, no matter how bad I wanted to.   
 
    "Richard Black is currently a resident of the Washington County Psychiatric Hospital," Luther said softly, scrolling through the information on the screen even though I was a little too shocked to even think about reading it. "He'll probably be there for a very long time." 
 
    Richard Black had been the last straw. He'd been the man who'd left both physical and mental scars on a man who thought he was too cold to be traumatized. 
 
    "Shit," I said on a choked whisper, swallowing hard. "What did he do?" I turned my head to look up at him as well as I could. "Did he kill someone?" 
 
    "No. It was actually self-admittance. He checked himself in about six months ago because he was concerned about his thoughts. Originally, he was still there voluntarily and could leave at any time, but a couple of the doctors became concerned about the things he told them that he'd done, and the things he told them that he had thought about doing. They have decided to keep him.  
 
    "He went voluntarily?" 
 
    "Apparently, he was scaring himself."  
 
    "That's… crazy." I cringed. "For lack of a better term." He chuckled, and I gave him a smile I couldn't hold back. "Do I want to know how you found that out? Isn't all of that supposed to be confidential?" 
 
    "I still know people and a lot of them still owe me favors. I didn't necessarily go through the legal channels for the information, but it's nothing I'm going to get in trouble for or anything like that." 
 
    "You didn't have to risk all that for me," I said, even as I leaned further into his body, happy to have his support." I don't want you getting in trouble because of me." 
 
    "It was as much for me as it was for you. The idea that anyone could hurt you makes me furious. He's just lucky he's fucking nuts and went in for help, or I might have had to hire my first hitman." 
 
    I chuckled, but I wasn't completely sure if he was joking.  
 
    *** 
 
    Cutter Wilson was just one of those people you couldn't help but like. Funny, nice, friendly and definitely handsome. He was like a warm breeze when he came into the café. There weren't many people in this world that I'd even consider calling a friend, but if I was going to start, it would probably be with Cutter and the group he usually came in with. Even grumpy old Rudy. 
 
    He was sitting in the booth alone at the moment, but he'd already told me he was waiting for Byrum and Jefferson, and by the look on his face when he said it, I was pretty sure the adorable couple that I tended to stop and stare at all the time, because they were so in love it actually made my  stomach feel all ooey-gooey, were probably making out in the parking lot… or fucking. 
 
    I smiled at Cutter, setting his coffee and water down, and opened my mouth to tell him I'd be back to check on him when the other two got there, but to flag me down if he needed more coffee, when a handsome guy a little younger than me, and vaguely resembling Cutter plopped down in the seat across from him with a huge grin on his face. 
 
    "Hey, Uncle Cutt," the guy said loudly, and I almost laughed since he and his uncle both tended to act like happy puppies 
 
    Keaton Wilson was Cutter's older sister's son, and though he was only like two years younger than me, I often felt like we were generations apart in world experience, and I tended to look at him like he was far younger. 
 
    Cutter gave him one of those half-lopsided grins where the corners of both eyebrows rose on the outside, making him look seconds away from a maniacal laugh… or murder. "Keater. What are you out doing today?" 
 
    When I first met Cutter, I wasn't completely sure of his niceness because of that smile. I was always a little worried he was making fun of me in some way that I wasn't getting, or that he was about to pull something, so I was always on the lookout. The more he came in though, I quickly realized that was just his smile. 
 
    "Just running around with a couple of guys from work," Keaton said with a far less evil grin, turning to address me, and batting his eyes. "Hey Justice." 
 
    I was pretty sure Keaton was straight, but the first time I'd playfully flirted with him, he'd flirted right back and it had been a fun little game ever since. Thankfully, my slightly possessive man didn't seem to have a problem with the harmless flirting I tended to do on the floor. 
 
    "Sorry to break your heart, Keaton, but I've been taken off the menu." 
 
    He gave me a pretty good pout, and I wondered how his mother ever got on to him when he was younger with a face like that. "But you're the only reason I came here." 
 
    "May I suggest a dessert instead? There's nothing as sweet as me, but the raspberry lemon cupcakes are delicious," I said as a big guy slid in next to Keaton on his side of the booth, looking familiar, though it took me a moment to place where I knew him from. "I know you. Branson, right?" 
 
    He studied me for a moment while nodding. "Yeah." It wasn't until he concentrated on the teal hair that recognition hit, which told me he probably hadn't paid me much attention the day he'd been in this very café with his dad and brother the day shit had nearly hit the fan with Ray Wilkins. 
 
    Ray was the owner of a ranch nearly three hundred miles from Haven Hills. Jefferson, one of the men who worked for the same ranch as Cutter, had once worked there until the oldest son, Branson's older brother, had taken an interest in him. They'd dated secretly for a while, but when Jefferson tried to break it off, Martin had lost it, going after Jefferson, and then turning it around to make it look like Jefferson had seduced him, thinking his dad would kick him out if he knew he was bi. 
 
    Martin had been awful and selfish and had even told Branson they weren't brothers anymore, because he'd taken Jefferson's side on the whole thing from the beginning. I'd thought Branson had gone back with them to the ranch, but here he was three hundred miles away. 
 
    "Branson," Cutter said, realization dawning. "That's right. You're one of Ray Wilkins' boys." 
 
    Branson nodded, his smile not quite reaching his eyes. "I am, but don't worry, I don't exactly talk to my family these days. Byrum and Jefferson already know I'm here too." 
 
     Cutter nodded, giving the guy a slight curl of the lip that didn't look quite as evil as his normal smiles. "I'm sorry about your family, man." 
 
    "It's fine. My dad didn't throw me out or anything, but he wasn't willing to throw my brother out either, and I just can't live around him anymore." 
 
    "Yeah." Cutter curled his lip. "No offense, but he seriously seemed like a piece of shit." 
 
    "How could you possibly not mean that offensively?" Keaton asked dryly, raising an eyebrow irritatingly. 
 
    Cutter shrugged at his nephew. "I meant toward Branson. I don't really care if his brother is offended." 
 
    Keaton rolled his eyes while Branson grinned, this time a bit more genuine. "Where's Hens?" 
 
    "He'll be in in a sec, Branson said, chuckling. "That funny old lady with the pink hair stopped him to tell him a story. I snuck off." 
 
    Grace. That was the only little old lady with pink hair that I knew. I was pretty sure the color was a hundred percent on purpose too, since it wasn't the light pastel color that a lot of the elderly got into by accident when they were trying to do their own colors, it was a bright, florescent pink that everyone saw from a few hundred yards. 
 
    A redhead plopped down in the seat next to Cutter without even looking at him, and sighed heavily, glaring over at a smirking Branson. "That was mean. You couldn't have said, hey, we better hurry, we have people waiting on us? She's so nice, but she talks and talks and talks. Did you know she just took her bulldog to get his glands expressed? Do you know what that means, because I do, and I'm no longer hungry." 
 
    Cutter's eyes were huge as he looked over at the guy, and a giggle of pure glee worked its way up in my chest as I waited, because Henley Reed, the cute redhead that worked at the feed store, the same cute little redhead Cutter had been obsessing over, and who apparently ran and hid every time Cutter came into the store was currently sitting by him in a booth and still hadn't realized it. 
 
    I watched Cutter smile hard, my eyes bouncing back and for the between the two as Cutter stared at the side of Henley's face and Henley glared across the table at his friend… before slowly turning to address the rest of the table… and coming face to face with Cutter. 
 
    Henley screamed like a girl. Like, his voice actually rose to an octave I was unaware a full-grown man could reach, and he scrambled backward out of the booth, actually falling on the ground before quickly climbing to his feet and backing away. 
 
    Keaton stared at his friend in shock, holding out an arm to motion toward Cutter. "Henley, this is my Uncle Cutter," he said slowly. "Uncle Cutt, this is Henley." 
 
    "I have to go!" Henley yelled, still at a pitch I was very, very surprised about. 
 
    "What? Keaton asked, blinking at the man with his arm still in the air as if gesturing still. "But you're our ride. Where are you going?" 
 
    Branson was watching on with as much fascination as I was, while Cutter looked absolutely miserable. 
 
    Henley stepped forward, but to Keaton and Branson's side of the table, digging in his pocket and pulling out his car keys and a lip balm, handing them both to Keaton. "Here, take my truck. I'll get a ride with Grace." And then he was sprinting out the door, chancing another glance in Cutter's direction before he left. 
 
    "What the hell?" 
 
    "Damn, Uncle Cutt," Keaton almost whispered in shock, his palm still up where he'd accepted the inside of Henley's pocket, but at least he wasn't still stuck gesturing to Cutter. "What did you do to Henley?" 
 
    Cutter groaned, letting his head fall to his crossed arms on the table. "I smiled at him the first time I saw him in the feed store." 
 
    Keaton nodded, looking around at the rest of us with a cringe on his face. "Oh." 
 
    "What do you mean oh?" Cutter demanded as his head snapped back up. "Is my smile really that bad?" 
 
    He looked over at me. Why the hell would he look at me? I didn't want to have to tell him. 
 
    "Uh." That's right. I'm an eloquent moron. 
 
    "Yeah, it kinda is," Keaton said, nodding. 
 
    Branson rolled his eyes, reaching out to pat Cutter's head. "Not really bad. You're actually pretty hot. Not really my type, but definitely worth a second look. Your smile just kinda looks like one of those smiles that someone gives you right before they kill you. You know, slightly evil. Maybe like a bad boy?" 
 
    "Did you just call my uncle hot?" Keaton demanded, looking over at his friend in disgust. "He's old." 
 
    "Old?" Cutter's voice was almost up there with Henley's. "I'm still in my thirties." 
 
    Keaton raised an eyebrow. "Barely." 
 
    Branson turned to give his friend a skeptical look. "Are you telling me Dana Erikson isn't at the top of your spank list? She's at least forty-five." 
 
    I nodded, glancing behind me at the order window where I could see Luther standing on the other side, looking down at whatever he was working on before looking up suddenly and meeting my gaze, giving me a warm smile that actually made me sigh out loud.  
 
    "I can definitely attest to the hotness of older men," I said wistfully, not even looking at the table for a long moment. 
 
    It was Luther's birthday, and even though I'd given him a birthday blow job, and we'd made out and rubbed off on each other just before he left for the café that morning––making him late, of course––I was still dying to go back there and drag him to his office to wish him happy birthday all over again. 
 
    "Oh, me too," someone said, and I turned to find Jefferson sliding into the booth next to Cutter, smiling and looking a little ravaged with whisker burn peeking through the slightly opened collar of his shirt. "Why are we talking about that?" 
 
    "Branson thinks Uncle Cutter is hot," Keaton said, still looking disgusted. 
 
    Branson raised a finger. "But not my type." 
 
    "And Henley thinks I have an evil smile," Cutter said, sounding a little like a depressed donkey with a pinned-on tail. 
 
    Jefferson raised both eyebrows, looking surprised. "Did he tell you that?" 
 
    Keaton chuckled, holding up the keys and lip balm, smiling a little too brightly. "No, but he practically gave me the deed to his grandmother's house so he wouldn't have to sit next to Uncle Cutter." 
 
    "Wow," Cutter said, pursing his lips. "Thanks for that." 
 
    "I have a feeling he probably had a rough time in school," Jefferson said, patting Cutter's arm. "A smile like yours was probably the last thing he saw before someone tried to flush his head down the toilet." 
 
    "I wouldn't worry too much about it, Uncle Cutt. Henley's one guy. There are plenty others out there that will apparently find you attractive." Keaton glared over at Branson, making the big guy laugh. 
 
    Cutter sighed, letting his head drop back down to his arms on the table. "Right." 
 
    I did my best to hide my chuckle, but I knew there was amusement in my voice as I took everyone's drink order and pulled a chair up to the end of the booth as Byrum joined them all. 
 
    They were a fun group, and even though I didn't see myself just hanging out with them regularly, I truly did enjoy their company. 
 
    I was still laughing when I turned to find an even more hostile than normal Randle Paige glaring at me from across the room, and I gasped, jerking to a stop for a moment before moving quickly toward the counter, incredibly happy that he was sitting in Clark's section instead of mine." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
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    I blinked in confusion as I turned my head in the direction of the kitchen where I was pretty sure I'd just seen Justice walk into out of the corner of my eye, but considering I'd also thought I'd seen a lot of skin, I wasn't sure I could trust the corner of my eye. 
 
    He'd just gotten in from work less than twenty minutes ago, and he'd gone up to take a shower, so I'd been sitting on the couch watching a sitcom that surprised me with how many times I'd actually laughed. 
 
    "Justice?" I called, the sound of warning already entering my voice, but I couldn't seem to help it when I talked to him. He liked the sound of my bossy voice and I loved to boss him. 
 
    "Yes."  
 
    "Come here." 
 
    "I'm a little busy right now," he said sugar sweet. "What can I do for you?" 
 
    "Did you hear me?" I growled, my body already getting hot. "I said, come here."  
 
    He appeared in the opening between the kitchen and living room just as I thought, without a stitch of clothing on, biting his lower lip, his dick already half hard, looking deliciously swollen. "Why are you naked?" 
 
    Between his gorgeous body, the way he was chewing on his lip and the beautiful dick getting more and more full by the second, my body was already starting to hum with need, and I turned slightly on the couch, leaning back in the corner and spreading my legs so he could see the growing bulge in my pants. 
 
    He gave a small shrug, his eyes going to my crotch as I watched the beauty of his body doing something so small as lifting and dropping his shoulders, fully enjoying the way the muscles moved under his smooth skin.  
 
    "I'm in my birthday suit."  
 
    I leaned forward, patting the couch before leaning back again. "It's not your birthday." 
 
    "Hmm," he said, immediately following my unspoken order and coming to sit on the couch, pulling his leg up against the back of the couch and facing me, putting himself on display for me. "You're right. The birthday boy should be in his birthday suit. That was the plan, right?" 
 
    I smirked, reaching down to rub my dick through my pants, emphasizing the shape of it by running my fingers on either side before moving my hand away and standing. 
 
    I stripped slowly, but not necessarily trying to be sexy, just enjoying the way he watched me. 
 
    When I was finally naked, I eased down close to him, leaning in until my mouth was inches from his neck, letting my breath caress his skin. 
 
    His dick was rock hard by then, and his breathing was harsh as he gripped the edge and back of the couch, swallowing hard. 
 
    "Scrape your nail over your nipple, Justice," I whispered, still just barely not touching him before pulling back slightly so I could watch him comply. 
 
    He reached up, sliding his hand over his pec before rolling his nipple between his fingers and gasping. Tentatively, he did as he was told, shuddering and moaning. 
 
    "Now spread your legs," I said, pulling back further to take as much of the view in as possible. "You have a beautiful dick," I said, watching the thing bob and flex as he played with his nipple." 
 
    The other hand started easing down his chest to his abs, and I shook my head, looking pointedly at it. "No, no, no," I said gently. "Don't touch it yet." 
 
    Biting his lip, he whined as he took that hand away and gripped the back of the couch while still working his nipple.  
 
    I leaned down, blowing on his dick lightly, and he whimpered, his hips jerking. "Fuck." 
 
    "I've wanted you since we met. Did you know that?" I asked on a whisper, being sure to breathe as much as possible so he could feel it on his skin. "I almost didn't hire you because I knew you were trouble for me." 
 
    He licked his lips and then swallowed, looking at me with those fevered eyes I was already addicted to. "I never asked you why you didn't want a relationship." 
 
    "Probably the same reason as you. Too much baggage. Sometimes unpacking is the worst part of a vacation." 
 
    He smirked looking around before letting his eyes land back on me. "Or moving into your dream house." 
 
    "We'll revisit that statement later, but right now, I want you to slide down just a bit lower." I pulled back just a hair more so when he lifted his hips to slide his ass down on the couch, his dick brushed my chin lightly, making him collapse, and I leaned back to get a better look. "Yeah. Now hook that leg on the back of the couch." He wasn't even reluctant about showing me what I'd already told him was mine. "Fuck, I want you so damn much." 
 
    I gripped my dick, giving a little squeeze, once again surprised at how quickly he could get me so fucking turned on. 
 
    He watched whimpering sweetly, his eyes dark and glossy. "Please. You can't touch yourself and not let me." 
 
    "I can do whatever I want," I whispered, once again leaning down to let my breath caress his dick. "Were you planning on seducing me, Justice? Is that why you marched your beautiful little ass around in nothing at all?" I met his eyes, lightly dragging my lip against the velvety skin of his shaft. "Answer me." 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "Such a good boy." And then I swallowed him down, pressing my thumb to his hole and massaging. 
 
    I worked him quickly until he shot down my throat and then turned to a boneless mass on my couch before stroking myself until I was shooting across his chest and abs, a little landing on his dick which gave a twitch in response, and I groaned wondering if my old ass should be taking a vitamin, or drinking a bunch of fluids so I could keep up with this twenty-two-year old. 
 
    The good news was, I definitely wasn't ready for Viagra yet. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
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    I shook my head as Clark raced outside with his two lighter bags of trash, easily tossing them into the dumpster and practically sprinting to his truck, clearly ready to get to Darla. He'd confided in me that he'd finally gone down on her, and though I'd been less enthused to hear the details, I was actually a little proud of the douchebag. 
 
    Apparently, he'd actually enjoyed himself, and she'd been extremely appreciative. It was like they were discovering sex all over again, hence why he was in such a hurry. 
 
    I was still tossing my second bag of trash in the dumpster when he threw his truck in reverse and hurriedly backed out before squealing off, and I chuckled. 
 
    There was still another bag of trash sitting just inside the back door, and even though I probably could have gotten it when I brought the others, I was just a bit sore and definitely exhausted from the marathon sex we'd had the night before. Of course, nothing about my soreness was going to stop me from going home and riding my man again.  
 
    I gasped, someone grabbed me from behind and roughly pressed me against the brick wall first, knowing immediately it wasn't Luther by the rough way he smashed the side of my face against the abrasive brick. 
 
    "You told everyone I asked for a blow job," Randle growled into my ear, and I wrinkled my nose at the smell of whiskey. 
 
    "Not everyone," I said snarkily, throwing an elbow backwards, and catching him in the stomach. "The café isn't big enough for everyone in Haven Hills." 
 
    He grunted, letting me go and stepping back away from me, giving me a chance to turn and glare at him. 
 
    "Oh, you think it's funny that you humiliated me in front of my friends?" 
 
    "You humiliated yourself. You were being a dick and got called out on something that was actually true, or like always, were you too drunk to remember?" 
 
    "Oh, really? So, you want to talk about truths? Let's talk about the things that man was saying to you the other night right here." He pointed to the spot we were standing in, and my stomach dropped as I realized he was talking about the asshole who'd attacked me. "You didn't know I was there, did you?" 
 
    No, but thanks for the help while I was being attacked, asshole. 
 
    "Pretty informative," he said with a smile that would put to shame anything that Cutter tried as far as evil went. "You used to be a whore, huh? How do you think the town will take that information?" He crossed his arms, looking proud of himself. "We should find out. You told one of my secrets. Maybe I should tell one of yours. If people found out that you've fucked more men than are in this whole town, do you think they'd come in here and eat. You could put Luther out of business." 
 
    This was what I was worried about when the other guy was bringing his name up. 
 
    I definitely hadn't fucked more men than were in this town, but it didn't matter, really because a whore was a whore, right? What I couldn't allow was for him to drag Luther's name through the dirt. 
 
    "Leave Luther out of it." 
 
    "Yeah, I heard that part too. You must care for him a lot." His hands went to the front of his pants, and he popped the button before easing his zipper down and pulling himself out. "What would you do to protect him from your reputation?" 
 
    I looked away, glaring at the ground beside my feet. "No." 
 
    "Are you sure? If people find out, Luther's business is pretty much ruined." 
 
    The very idea of going back to that life made me want to throw up. I needed to get away from there as quickly as I could, so I had to leave town. It would kill me to leave Luther, the man I'd absolutely fallen head-over-heels in love with, but I knew if I was gone, nobody could hold my old profession over Luther's head. Nobody could use me to hurt him. 
 
    "What the hell are you doing?" Luther growled, the anger in his voice making Randle jump and spin, and I imagined his nasty dick probably shriveled at the sight of Luther Hawkins looking absolutely terrifying. 
 
    I wished I could stick around and enjoy the beauty of his anger, to get a hug and kiss, and have something beautiful to take with me wherever I ended up, something to keep me warm, but I had to get out of there and get everything packed before Luther got done with whatever it was that he was about to do. I could only hope it wasn't something that would get him thrown in jail or even prison. 
 
    I took off running for the house, not allowing myself to make eye contact with Luther for fear he'd read my intentions in my eyes. 
 
    "Justice?" he asked in surprise as I ran by. Justice!" 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
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    Justice running off toward the house cooled enough of my anger, that by the time I turned back to look at Randle from watching my beautiful boy disappear around the corner, I was no longer ready to actually kill the man… but just barely. 
 
    "You know, it's been a really long time since I put someone in the hospital," I growled, stepping closer. Randle was a big guy, but I'd made bigger men cry like babies.  
 
    "It was a close call the other night. In fact, I'm not completely sure that he didn't end up there. He was having a pretty hard time breathing when I left. The only thing that actually saved that man who was here to harass and threaten Justice from possibly being beaten to death––and I absolutely mean that literally––was the fact that Justice was there, and I didn't want him to see the side of me that is cruel without a stitch of remorse." I looked around pointedly before stepping closer. "Hmm. It looks like Justice went home." 
 
    Randle swallowed hard, but he put his shoulders back. "You hurt me, and I'll tell the whole town what he is." 
 
    "What he was. And I have a feeling when I'm done with you, you're probably going to forget a few things." I put my hand on the wall by his head, leaning in close. "But I won't. See, this type of thing I got paid pretty well to do. Sometimes, I used my fists, sometimes I used other things. Picture, voice recordings…" I turned, pointing to one of the cameras attached to the side of my building. "Videos."  
 
    He blinked up at the camera in surprise, and I smiled. 
 
    "Did you know that Justice was actually attacked out here the other night? After that, I decided to have this system installed. It's motion sensitive. It alerts me when something is going on back here, and records everything until the motion has stopped for five seconds. It also has amazing audio. How much are you willing to bet it just picked up that whole scene?" I smirked at the look of horror on his face, my anger no longer thrumming in my veins but simmering nicely. 
 
    "Now, I need to go check on Justice. He's one of the strongest people I know, but even he has to be freaked out about getting attacked in the same place twice, so you get to keep your facial features for tonight, but don't bother coming anywhere near Justice again," I said darkly. "Just consider yourself on a restraining order.  That of course means that you should just go ahead and never come to this café again, or I'll consider your restraining order broken, and we'll all see just how good those cameras are, and if they can pick up just how hard your tiny dick was when you were trying to offer it to my boyfriend." 
 
    I stepped back, letting him free to scamper off back into the alley, and I wondered where he'd parked his truck to hide it. 
 
    I made my way quickly home, something telling me it was urgent that I reach Justice, and I was glad I had listened to my gut when I walked into the room he'd claimed before he started sleeping in my room to find him packing his bag. 
 
    "That better be so you can bring all your shit into my room," I told him sternly. 
 
    "I have to leave," he said frantically, his voice shaking. 
 
    "Stop." He did, and his head dropped forward. "Come here." 
 
    "No," he whispered brokenly, his voice tight. "I can't." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "It's a trap. As soon as I get in your arms, I won't be able to leave." 
 
    A sob broke free from his chest and, I swallowed hard as emotion tried to choke me too. "Come here." 
 
    I'd speculated when I'd seen that one tear slide down his cheek before, whether or not it was more sad in its loneliness than if he'd been full-on crying, but when he turned to look at me now, with tears pouring down his face, I felt the crumpling weight of that look to my soul. He devastated me. 
 
    He didn't move forward, just stood there, still holding a shirt and shaking almost uncontrollably. "He's going to tell people about me, Luther. It'll ruin your business and your reputation in this town." 
 
    "I'm pretty sure that man isn't telling anyone anything," I said, opening my arms. "Come here." 
 
    He practically collapsed forward into my arms, and I pulled him to my body, pressing his face to my shoulder so he could sob against it as I rubbed his back and neck. 
 
    "Did you kill him?" he asked, when the crying had settled to shaky breaths. 
 
    I rolled my eyes, but smiled over his head. "You know I don't kill people." 
 
    "That's too bad," he whispered, making me chuckle, and I tightened my hold on him. "Damn you and these manipulative hugs." 
 
    "I love you, Justice." 
 
    It had been on the tip of my tongue for days, probably way too soon to some, but not any less true. 
 
    He gasped, pulling back to look up into my eyes, tilting his head to the side and watching my face like he was trying to decide whether or not I was telling the truth. 
 
    He must have found something there he could believe because his hands clutched my sides a little harder, and tears once again flooded the brim of his lower lid. "I love you too." 
 
    "Good," I said, leaning down to peck his lips. "Because you're not going anywhere. And just so we're absolutely clear, I will sell the café and this house and move to fucking Antarctica before I will let you run from me, do you understand?" Tears fell and he nodded, but I felt the need to reiterate, just in case. "I will give up everything else in this world before I'll give up you, and if you run to protect me, I'll hunt you down. There are still plenty of people who owe me favors." 
 
    He smirked through his tears, his face a devastating mixture of happy and sad, the emotion still lingering from the idea of us being apart. "Did you just threaten me?" 
 
    I shook my head, smiling. "No. I told you. It was just an announcement about how things are going to go." 
 
    "Damn. You know I like when you're bossy." 
 
    *** 
 
    I grunted as Justice dropped down hard on my hips, driving my dick deep into his ass and throwing his head back. He looked fucking beautiful like that, using my body to take his pleasure.  
 
    We'd slipped away from the combined engagement party for Byrum and Jefferson and Byrum's son Wellston and… Byrum's best friend Wilder. That would have been fun to put on an invitation… if there'd been one. They'd decided to have it on New Year's Eve because they were all romantic goofballs who wanted everyone to have their magical midnight kisses. 
 
    Apparently, Byrum had proposed to Jefferson on Christmas Eve, purposely beating Wilder so he could listen to his son bitch at his best friend. Not that Byrum hadn't been planning on proposing anyway. He had actually had the ring since the beginning of December, but he'd just been biding his time. 
 
    Unfortunately, my gorgeous boyfriend was… gorgeous, and was looking too fucking good for me not to fondle and fondling led to making out under the stairs and getting discovered by Grace, who snickered and shooed us away. I'd dragged him outside and basically thrown him into the back of my truck, and here we were, him riding me so perfectly, my body was burning everywhere, even the bottoms of my feet. 
 
    "Fuck, sweetheart," I groaned as he rose off of me, rolling his hips as he braced one hand in the middle of my chest while stroking himself. I gripped his ass cheeks harder, using my arms to give him a bit of a boost. 
 
    My body was already on the verge of going over, losing every ounce of composure to the feel of his body wrapped around mine, and I just wasn't sure I was going to make it this time. 
 
    He shouted out his release seconds before mine washed through me, punching the air from my lungs as my dick pulsed and loud explosions sounded, making Justice gasp and fall against my chest, looking around. 
 
    "What the hell was that?" he whisper-yelled, still looking a bit dazed. 
 
    "Fireworks," I grunted, reaching up to wrap my arms around him, gently rubbing his back. Happy New Year." 
 
    He jerked, looking at me with wide eyes. "We missed midnight?" 
 
    I hummed, too fucking sated, even in the cramped backseat of my crew cab to worry too much more than what I was already doing. "Well, don't they say something about how you start the New Year is how you'll spend the whole thing?" 
 
    "So, we're going to fuck our way through twenty-twenty?" He blinked then nodded, chuckling. "Actually, that's probably pretty accurate." 
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