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Dedication




For Wendy. And her bullet journals.


Author’s Ramble




The thrust of the Scientific Method Universe has always been romantic. A twisty little romance that ebbs and flows between people, lighting fires and banking them over the course of many books. But over time, as the series progressed, the first book began to fall shorter and shorter of its task, which was to properly set up the longer story of these characters.

The journey of this series is very much about Will, and Hugh, and Truman, how they navigate love and change and one another.

If you’ve read The Scientific Method and Hugh’s New Dude, you will find that much of this book reflects what already existed in those books. Some threads have been tightened; the timeline has been thrashed within an inch of its life down to the year, month, and (yes) day things occur; transitions have been massaged; and the ending is delightfully new. (My thanks to Judith, for allowing me to butcher a short story I wrote for her as a birthday gift, which perfectly fit this book.)

Most importantly, Catalysts does what The Scientific Method did not do: prepares you for the rocky, kinky, sometimes funny, sometimes transcendent landscape of the series that follows.

If you’ve never heard of any of these books before, welcome! Enjoy! And if you’re one of the folks who’s read them a thousand times, who message me on Facebook about Hugh’s voice in your head, who write me lovely emails about how you feel like you know these guys better than you know some people in real life—welcome back. I offer you the new, improved, and very much in keeping with the spirit of the original, Catalysts: The Scientific Method.











Chapter One




WILL DERRIE LAY back and thought of England.

Specifically England, the fictional dominatrix he’d invented for moments like this one. But at least Susan liked to be on top. Even Mistress England couldn’t get him off when his girlfriend was waiting for him to—uh—pound her into the sheets, or something.

This has to stop.

Susan, moaning, touched her clit. “God, Will, you feel so good!”

Wrong script, hell. He wanted her to pull his hand to her, force his fingers into the right rhythm, the right movement. He wanted her to say, “Do it right or I’ll slip a cock ring over your dick and ride you until you pass out.”

“Fuck, fuck, yes.” Susan bounced a little and Will’s imaginary dominatrix ramped up her threats. “I’m coming, Will—I’m coming—”

He had to come right now. If he didn’t, she’d want to relax, god, maybe tell him how hot he was, how good he was in bed, and that would fuck everything up.

Will ran the story reel through his brain, imagining his hands bound to the bed frame (his real hands clamped down on it), imagining the intense, leather-garbed Mistress England pinching his nipples between talon-like fingernails, or maybe scratching down his chest, yeah, that was good. He shut his eyes to fix the images more clearly and finally tipped over the edge of orgasm, the physical rush far outpaced by a chorus of thank god, thank god, thank god.

“Whoa, tiger,” Susan said, and settled beside him. “I get first shower. Are you spending the night? I should let Alisha know, if you are, so she doesn’t, like, freak out.”

“Nah, I’ll go home.”

“You sure?” Susan didn’t pout, exactly, but her disappointment still felt heavy on his skin. “She’s okay with you, really, Will. She just likes a little warning before she walks in high and hears you snoring.”

“I don’t snore,” he said, and managed a weak smile. “Alisha’s fine, Suze. But all my clean clothes are at home, so.”

“Yeah, okay. See you later, stud.” She kissed him.

The kiss was very sweet. A thank-you kiss. A goodnight-see-you-tomorrow kiss.

Will escaped her dormitory with a guilty fantasy of Mistress England, who didn’t kiss sweetly. Or call him “stud”. No, Mistress England would yank his hair, plunder his mouth, and tell him maybe she’d call him, if he was lucky.

You gotta lay off reading shitty porn on the Internet, he scolded himself as he trudged toward the crummy room on Durant. He shook out his hands and arms as he walked, tugging the backpack tighter, trying to wake up. If Ads was home, maybe he’d have wild, distracting stories about whatever frat party he’d gone to tonight, or some elaborate plan to bungee jump from the campanile or something. At least one of them was normal.

Or, okay, normal was stretching it. But Ads actually liked having sex. Normal sex. With normal girls. Ads didn’t close his eyes, lie back, and think of freaking England.

This has to stop. He’d break up with Susan, gently, like he had Cynthia and Maritza. Eventually he couldn’t pretend anymore, and then they just ended up hurt anyway, and it wasn’t their fault he was all screwed up in the head. Better to do it right now, before she started saying things like, “Hey, I got you an extra toothbrush, just in case, y’know?” (That had been Cynthia, of the artistically ripped jeans and dyed black hair. And the hopeful smile. God. She was a really nice girl—)

Stop.

He let himself into the stale-smelling vestibule and hit the stairs. Adam might be home. And if not, Will would just take a shower and go to bed. It was late, he was tired, and he had class in the morning.

No Ads. Just a dingy room with stinky sweat socks hanging from the ceiling fan. He didn’t remember anything from that night except eventually Beccs, Adam’s girlfriend, had forced them both to drink an entire bottle of water apiece while she actually read to them from some kind of dreary feminist text book. Then she shoved them into their beds and told them they’d better not fucking puke ’cause she wasn’t gonna clean it up. Actually, that part could have been a dream. He wasn’t so sure.

Will grabbed his shower junk and headed down the hall, starting to rehearse his break-up speech.











Chapter Two




“OUT. OF. BED.”

“Mmph?” Will squinted. “The hell?”

“We have a coffee date. Also, you owe me fucking big time, Willie, oh yeah.”

“Don’t call me Willie.”

“So here’s what’s gonna happen, Willie, and I’m preemptively overruling all the arguments you’ll come up with when you finally wake up.” Adam jumped up to sit on the bed. On his leg.

“Ow!”

“Sorry.” Only he so obviously wasn’t. “I get it. We all have twisted little secrets, brother, though maybe not everyone searches for ‘bdsm’, ‘bondage’, and ‘dominatrix with a whip’ every single time they want to get off, like you do—”

Will rolled into a ball and tried to die quietly by holding his breath.

“And seriously, you should probably clear your search history when you look that shit up, all right? I’m just saying. One stupid time I forget the name of that book I need for lab and innocently hit the history to see if it’s still up on Amazon, and bam! A peek into your twisted little head.” He knocked, on Will’s head, for emphasis.

Concentrate on death. Guys in India can levitate; you ought to at least be able to think yourself unconscious.

“Anyway, you owe me. We gotta go. Get up.”

“Fuck you, Ads.”

Adam laughed. “God, Will, that would have been worse. What if it was all incest porn? No! Twincest! What if it was all twincest porn?” With a cackle of merriment—Adam had the audacity to be merry, the sick bastard—Ads jabbed him one more time in the skull and jumped back off the bed. “Get up. I got you a dominatrix. Actually, I’m totally not paying her, so I guess I’m only introducing you to a dominatrix. But if fucking Lucy Martinez comes around saying I owe her after this, I’m gonna beat your ass.” Another cackle. “And you can write the twincest porn.”

“Jeez, Ads!”

“I know! Ha! Get your ass up.”

What else was he gonna do? He got up. And anyway, what the hell was Ads talking about? How do you get someone a dominatrix? Aside from the obvious.

The obvious. A dominatrix. Will shivered.




* * *




The dominatrix was a short Latina lady who looked like she could kick both their asses at the same time, and enjoy the hell out of doing it.

“Adam Derrie, you delivered. I’m impressed. What lies did you have to tell your brother to get him here?”

“Like I had to lie. I said ‘dominatrix’ and he couldn’t pull his shit together fast enough.”

Will went for an elbow in the side, but Ads, anticipating it, moved out of the way.

The dominatrix laughed. The guy sitting next to her smiled a little and met Will’s eyes, so Will looked away as quickly as possible.

God. What the hell was he doing here? First of all, he wasn’t even really awake. And second: not a single crazy idea of Adam’s had ever worked out well for him. The only person whose ideas were consistently worse was their cousin Frankie. If she had a good idea, you better check your bank account for bail money before you even got started.

“Lucy,” the woman said, and held out her hand (but didn’t stand up). “You must be the well-behaved one.”

“I’m Will. I—don’t know what Adam told you—or how you know each other—” He broke off, suddenly hung up on the end of that sentence. Yeah. How the hell did Ads know a dominatrix (and her prices)?

“Not like that, gutterbrain. Beccs introduced me to Lucy.”

Beccs? Beccs, Adam’s third wave feminist girlfriend, introduced him to a dominatrix?

“I love that girl. I wish she’d let me tie her up. You boys gonna sit down? I’m getting a neck cramp.”

“I gotta run—hey!”

He shoved Adam in first, then sat down next to him.

“Aw, it’s okay, baby. I only bite a little.”

“Unless you’re into that sort of thing,” her friend added.

“Touché. Adam, Silent Will, this is my friend Hugh. He’s not a scary dom anymore, but he does play one on TV.”

“I really don’t.” The guy reached across the table. He shook hands with Ads first, then Will. And Will was pretty sure he was smirking.

“Hugh’s just along ’cause he was bored and I bribed him with promises of closeted kinksters. So?”

“Hey, hey, hey, I’m not—whatever. I like sex without Google just fine.”

Thanks, Ads.

The dominatrix and her friend both turned to Will at the same time. Like they’d rehearsed it or something.

“I just woke up,” Will said. “Also, sorry about Ads. He doesn’t know what he’s talking about. We gotta go.”

“Do you?” the guy—Hugh—said. “Have to go, I mean?”

Will searched for something clever and casual to say, something that would let him off the hook, but the guy kind of raised his eyebrows, like he was waiting for a real answer, and fuck it. “No.”

The dominatrix smiled. “That’s ‘no, sir’ to you, kiddo.”

“Huh. That’s funny, Will. I mean, a dude. Ha. I didn’t even know a dude could be a dominatrix.”

“Top or dominant, anyway.” The dude dominatrix shifted in his seat half-sideways, so he was kind of basically looking at Will across the table. “If you don’t have to go, we can talk for a couple of minutes. Don’t mind Lucy. She gets aggressive when she senses fear.”

“Mm, I do love the scent of blood in the water.”

Talk. Christ. Will flashed to Susan, to the fucked up relief he felt leaving her room at night (escaping). “Ads, this is a shitty intervention.”

“Well, I thought getting Mom and Dad and Jer and the cousins involved would be worse. So I found you a dominatrix. And look, she brought a friend. Though I kinda thought you’d, like, take him back to your place for a beating in your dungeon or something, Lucy.”

“He can’t afford my rates. Hugh, though. Hugh works cheap.”

“Luce, stop torturing the kid.”

“Torture is one of my favorite hobbies.” She leaned across the table, pushing her coffee to the side, and caught Will’s eye. “You want to be tortured, Silent Will? You want to be tied up and teased until you scream?”

Will’s gut twisted into knots and his pits started to sweat cold into his T-shirt. Shit. Time to go.

“Lucy,” the guy said, like he was scolding her.

“Fine. You draw out the cute, submissive straight boy.”

“Because I am the dream of all submissive straight boys who don’t have the funds to visit you,” he muttered. “Will? Here’s my card. When Lucy’s done toying with you, give me a call. To talk, nothing else.” He pushed a business card across the table.

Lucy pouted. “Aw, you’re ruining my good cop bad cop act by ending the scene.”

“This isn’t a scene, Luce.”

“Anyway, you should do that, Silent Will. Hugh’s gonna be a shrink, so he could definitely use the practice talking poor punk kids down off the ledge.”

He glanced up and she laughed. Her laughter hit like cymbals, just this side of unsettling and far too loud.

“I have class.” Adam punched him in the arm. “Let’s go, Willie.”

I am an adult. I’m not intimidated. I’m not embarrassed. I’m an adult. I can talk to other adults about adult topics like an adult.

“That went well,” Lucy said as he got up to follow Adam out of the coffee shop.

“You wanted to alienate a kid who’s already isolated?” the guy asked. “Congratulations.”

The door shut, cutting off whatever Lucy’s reply to that was.

“Whoa,” Ads said, once they were walking down the sidewalk, in sunlight and fresh air. “Okay. Maybe not one of my better ideas.”

“Thanks anyway, Ads. Even though that was by far the most fucked up humiliating shit you’ve ever pulled on me.”

“What about that time I—”

“This was worse.”

“Huh. Fine. I’ll butt out.”

Will didn’t reply. Because in the first place: it was a lie. And in the second: he didn’t actually mind Ads butting in sometimes. If Ads never butted in, he wouldn’t have ever had one girlfriend, let alone three. And he’d still be wearing the clothes Mom liked to buy them. So it was okay, Ads butting in a little.

“No more coffee dates with the dominatrix, Ads.”

“I hear that.”

They split up at the corner. Adam went to class, Will went home, and they didn’t talk about the dominatrix (or her friend) for another week. 

He broke up with Susan. Gently.











Chapter Three




TEXT FROM ADS, a little after midnight: Lucy wants to know if you called the dude dominatrix.

Will considered pretending he hadn’t seen it, but the likelihood of Adam jumping on him at some god awful hour increased the longer Will ignored him. 

Sleeping.

So no, then?

Not gay.

So?

SLEEPING.

He woke up to Adam poking him in the nose. “Listen. I’m not gay either, but seriously, that guy? Way nicer than Lucy. Also, if you don’t call him, Lucy’ll be pissed, and I won’t be able to go to any of these fuckin’ shindigs with Beccs and then she’ll get pissed.”

Will blinked. “Nothing you just said made sense.”

“Hugh. Reynolds. She gave me another card.”

The card landed on his forehead and slid down over his ear to his pillow.

“Just call the guy. ’S not like you’re gonna have sex with him.”

“Jeez, thanks, Ads. ’Cause I was wondering.”

Adam rolled his eyes and got up, heading toward the door. “Well. I mean, not unless you want to have sex with the guy.”

By the time Will found an appropriate missile (organic chem: too heavy; slipper: too light; Stephen King: just right) Adam’s mad, drunken giggles were echoing down the hallway.

The dude dominatrix. He had certainly seemed nicer than Lucy. Then again, what the hell did he care if Ads and his lady were all pissy? He didn’t.

He woke up the next morning with the dude dominatrix’s business card slimed to his face with drool. If that was some kind of omen, Will really didn’t know what it was supposed to mean.




* * *




Susan kept calling. Not, like, stalker-calling or anything. Just kinda speed-up-the-shitty-part-of-the-break-up calling. Her messages were totally normal. “Hey, wanna go see that movie? Not like a date, just to see it?” Or, “Saw Rebecca. Guess I was thinking about you. Tell Adam hi.”

The subtext wasn’t “Please get back together with me.” That was the domain of all Adam’s ex-girlfriends. (And all meant all; Ads got a girlfriend when he was six, and pretty much wasn’t without one ever since.) And Will really liked Susan. But also, he was pretty sure if they got together, even if it wasn’t a date, it would end with a totally not-girlfriend-like invitation back to her dorm room, which pretty much defeated the point of the whole breaking up with her thing.

“Hey, you know what you need?” Ads said, all gussied up in a salmon-colored shirt with actual buttons. “You need a shrink.”

“Bite me,” Will shot back.

“Hey, no twincest, remember?”

“You’re sick, Ads.”

“You love it. Don’t fucking call Susan. Call that guy. To talk.”

It was almost too perfect. A half-finished bowl of melted ice cream was right there, on the side table, in reach.

“If you do that, I’ll tell Beccs you’re the reason I’m late, and she really will kick your ass. Totally not in a sexy dominatrix way.”

They stared at each other for a long moment while both of them thought about how Will could bomb that ice cream across the room before Ads could get out the door.

“Nah,” he said finally. “I wouldn’t want Beccs to have to put up with one of your Gramma shirts.”

“Hey, I show up to one of her soirées in a pink shirt, I go way up on the feminist boyfriend cred meter.” But Ads gave the ice cream a last look before turning around again. “Okay, I’m out. Have another boring Friday night. Don’t call Susan!”

Will didn’t call Susan. He didn’t have to. Three hours later she called him, tipsy-verging-on-too-far-gone-to-walk-across-campus, and left a voicemail message. (He’d stared at the phone as it vibrated, afraid to move, or breathe, in case somehow an air current made the phone think it’d been answered. So he’d just sat there and held his breath until it stopped making all the change on his bookcase rattle.)

“Hi, it’s me, Suze. Uh, I’m sick of beating around the bush, Will! Come over and fuck me, okay? I gotta—I want to—I’m only a little bit drunk. C’mon. You know you want to!” Click.

Right. So. “Come over and fuck me” was probably the fantasy of most of the guys he knew. Will deleted the message as quickly as possible and went to the bathroom to clear his head.

Okay. Definitely not interested in a booty call. He got the dominatrix dude’s card out and studied it. Hugh Reynolds. Normal name. Normal dude. What’d he call himself? A top?

A top. A guy who definitely was not gonna call and say, “Come over and fuck me.” Not that he was into guys, just, it’d be nice not to have to worry about it. Not to have to stockpile story lines about Mistress England and her ever-more-extreme box of tricks. Will avoided hardware stores; everywhere he looked, he thought about totally impractical uses for things like bungee cords and those evil-looking three-pronged gardening forks.

Fuck it. He dialed the number and held his breath.

“Hello?”

“Um. Hi. This is Will Derrie? We sort of met at a coffee shop a few weeks ago.”

“Hello, Will Derrie. I’m busy tonight, but if you want to come over tomorrow, I can text you my address.”

Will opened his mouth, inhaled wrong, and succumbed to a fit of coughing that left him blinking back tears. “Shit. Sorry. Um. I don’t—I’m not sure—”

“I’ll text you my address. Give it to your brother, just in case I’m a serial killer. Be here at eleven a.m.”

A serial killer. He probably should have thought of that. This would be a pretty good way for one of those police procedural shows to open: naive young man nervously knocks on an imposing wood door. It’s opened by a way-too-normal-looking guy, and the second he smiles, you know he’s gonna be the murderer.

“Unless you’re busy,” Hugh said.

“No. No, I mean—” Will took a breath. “No, I’m not busy. Thank you. I’ll, uh, see you tomorrow.”

“I certainly hope so. Have a good night.”

Click.

A date with the dude dominatrix. The skin on the back of his arms busted into goosebumps, like he’d just seen a shape out of the corner of his eye, or heard a voice that wasn’t there.

Just you and your stable of freaky little fantasies, Willie.

He admonished his internal Adam-voice not to call him Willie. Then he took the damn ice cream bowl up, rinsed it in their crummy little sink, and filled it with fresh cookies and cream. Happy Friday night.











Chapter Four




HUGH REYNOLDS LIVED in, possibly, the coolest house Will had ever been inside. It was sweet. Like, this house? It was attached on one side to a row of other houses, and it was in this neighborhood in Oakland where the trees looked like they were two hundred years old.

And everything was actually made of wood. No crappy laminate or melamine or whatever else Dad and the uncles were always ragging on (even though they all lived in housing tracts from the fifties; nice housing tracts, but still).

“Not quite the stone dungeon you were expecting?”

“Are your floors oak?”

Hugh Reynolds blinked and looked down. “Hm. I guess I could say yes with confidence, but I really have no idea. Do they look like oak? Lumber identification has never been a strong suit of mine.”

“Oh, uh, not mine either, just—well, the floors are really nice. Whenever hardwood floors look awesome, my dad says they’re oak.” Will swallowed the ramble that threatened to overwhelm them both and forced himself to look at the guy.

“Come in,” Hugh said. “We can have a deep, intense conversation here in my sitting room, if that suits you. We can also go straight back to the guest room, where my instruments of divine torture reside. But I was thinking you might feel better outside. How are you with a rake?”

“A rake?”

Hugh smiled. “Follow me, Will.”

They walked through the kitchen, downstairs, and out to the yard, which was long and narrow, running all the way up a hill where it ended in a very new-looking fence. The house also had a collection of antique gardening tools. From the state of the yard itself, Will didn’t think Hugh used the tools much. (They were in good condition, though; his dad would have definitely been impressed.)

“This is my mother’s garden,” Hugh explained, after a pretty vague direction to start raking close to the patio and move out from there. “She died years ago, and I’ve rarely come out here since, as you can tell. But it’s been on my mind to reclaim it, or at least tidy it up and plant a few rose bushes.” He gestured with over-sized gloves (both sets of gloves were brand new) to a thorny tangle running up the side of the property. “Roses were her favorites.”

“I can picture it.” Sure. You’d want to plant a bunch of different types, so there was always something blooming.

“It was quite marvelous, in my memory.”

Will waited for some kind of prying question about why the hell he was here, raking a stranger’s yard on a Saturday morning. No question came.

What the hell. He got to work.




* * *




Eventually, they started talking. Like normal people. Well. Hugh talked like a normal person; Will had to keep pulling himself back from drawn-out stories about he and Ads as kids, or the time Jeremy tied them up pretending they were hostages on a pirate ship (god, why are you telling that story?), or weird monologues about nothing. Raking Hugh’s yard was kind of mesmerizing, and all of a sudden he’d realize he was saying something he’d normally only think.

Not about sex, though. Or any of that other shit. Just about...stuff.

Which was good. Hugh probably wouldn’t be listening to Will yammer on about stupid shit if he was planning to kill him and bury his body under the weeds in the yard.

So Hugh wasn’t some kind of psycho, and also, this was kind of weirdly nice, almost like he was making a friend. But he also sort of wanted Hugh to start the other conversation, the one they weren’t having, about how screwed up Will was, and how to fix him. (Even if he wasn’t a shrink yet—he said he was still in some kind of internship—he might have some idea how to make it so Will liked to have normal people sex with nice girls like Susan.)

But Hugh just raked, and nodded along with Will’s disjointed stories, and occasionally said something of his own, usually about Lucy. If Lucy wasn’t clearly Latino, and Hugh wasn’t clearly a white guy, they could be siblings. They definitely fucked with each other like siblings.

They stopped for lunch a while later. Hugh produced cold cuts and bread (nutty, grainy, adult-type bread).

This is it, Will thought. This is where he asks me what the fuck is wrong with me.

But he didn’t. Over lunch, they talked about football, and guns, and small engine repair. When Hugh started cleaning Will rose awkwardly to help, forcing himself to shut up about how incompetent he was with cars.

“This is interesting. I assumed—and this will sound absurd, I realize now—that my failures at the game of masculinity were related to being gay. I must have decided that very, very young, to have never even questioned it until this second.” He smiled wryly at Will and added, “So thank you for that.”

“Er—yeah. No. I sucked at all that stuff. I mean, I’ve never been hunting or anything. I’ve never even seen a real gun. But football? Don’t even get me started. And we played Pop Warner.”

“Did you?”

“Yeah. Why? I don’t look like I played football as a kid?” Will struck a pose, like he was throwing a ball, then realized how stupid he must look and dropped his hands.

Hugh laughed. “Ah. There’s the blush.”

Damn.

“All right, Will. We can go back out to the yard and keep working. But that’s not why you came here today.”

“Not exactly.”

“You want to tell me about it?”

What, like, here in the kitchen? Will tried to find something else to do, but even the counter was wiped down. “Uh. Well. You think we can talk and rake at the same time?”

“Most definitely. Grab another bottle of water for both of us, would you? I’ll be right out.”

A reprieve? Delaying the inevitable? His heart was thumping way more than walking down the dark staircase and out the back door warranted. God. Okay. Everything’s fine. Everything is totally fine.

Will picked up his rake and stood there feeling ridiculous. When the door opened again, he pretended he didn’t hear it.

“Don’t faint. It’s always so embarrassing when I have to call the paramedics for another unconscious young man.”

“Fucking with me, doc?”

“Not doc, not even when I’m done with school. I don’t need to go back for another twelve years, thanks. But yes, I’m absolutely fucking with you.”

Only when Hugh said “fucking with you” it sounded like a really cool phrase in a foreign language, the kind someone said and you’d wonder if you could find a way of inserting it into conversations later, so you’d sound distinguished.

“Not gonna faint,” Will mumbled, and went back to raking.

Hugh, though. Hugh didn’t pull his too-big gloves back on. He adjusted his glasses, unscrewed a water bottle, and leaned against the fence. When it sagged a little, he straightened up and turned to look at it, like the fence offended him.

That was kind of funny. Will imagined the dominatrix dude raising a whip to punish the crummy part of the fence: “How dare you not hold me up when I lean on you?”

“Share the joke, Will.”

The vision evaporated.

“Uh. Nothing. Really. But you should probably replace your fence.”

“Thanks for the advice. Why’s your brother worried about you enough to talk to Lucy about it? She was impressed by his audacity. Most of the men at those parties steer well clear of the dominatrix.” He paused. “Well. Most of them ogle her from afar and fantasize about her later, I’m sure. But they don’t ask for a consult.”

“It’s not a big deal.” Not a big deal. If he just kept repeating that, maybe he’d start to believe it.

“Your presence here indicates that’s somewhat less than wholly accurate.”

Will dug into raking, clawing years of dead weeds into a massive pile, trying not to breathe in the dirt cloud. He pictured the words in his head and finally forced himself to say them, after clearing through a particularly bad patch of deep debris. 

“I don’t like normal sex.”

Oh god, oh fuck, oh shit. His jaw clenched and he moved a little farther away, raking faster.

“I see,” Hugh said. “And by ‘normal,’ I take it you mean vanilla, non-kinky sex.”

“Um...”

“I understand that. I don’t like sex with women. Also considered to be quite normal, but it does nothing for me.”

Will risked looking up, but the sun was shining toward him and Hugh’s face was in shadow. “You fucking with me again?”

“Not in the least. But I don’t see where your problem lies. Stop having vanilla sex and you’re cured.”

“How do I do that? I mean, what does it even mean?” Will twisted his hands on the rake, but the handle was too well-kept to give him splinters or even a decent burn. “It’s like all I have is a hypothesis, but it’s not enough to base—to base a conclusion on. But all of my research just makes me more—more—”

“Aroused?” Now Hugh was definitely fucking with him.

“Confused. And yeah. That, too.”

“A hypothesis. And research. All right, then, Will: what’s next? What do you do when you’ve gathered your evidence and you’ve formed a hypothesis? I assume you’re more familiar with the scientific method than I am.”

Shit. The scientific method. Will focused on the indistinct shape of Hugh’s face. “Design and conduct an experiment to test your hypothesis,” he said, reciting it almost, some part of his brain flying back in time to sixth grade, to the page in the science book that outlined the process. He’d fallen in love with the idea that everything could be quantified, measured, analyzed. Not like feelings, or nightmare-fantasies that turned him on and horrified him simultaneously. Science. Data.

Hugh got up and held out his hand. “I’ll take over for a while. Drink your water.”

Design an experiment. Okay, then. An experiment in—what did Hugh call it? Non-vanilla sex? But he couldn’t really ask Susan to help. For one, he’d be mortified. And for two, it didn’t really seem fair to use her as part of his experiment.

God, Adam was gonna laugh his balls off.

Hugh had filled five or six black garbage bags when Will got up to help him, no closer than he was before to figuring out the problem.

“It’s not like I can whip myself,” he said, when Hugh didn’t say anything. “But asking—uh—my ex to help—yeah, not gonna happen.”

“Because you’re unwilling to admit what you want, or because you think she won’t be interested?”

“Both?”

They tossed the bags into a corner, next to a gate that led down a very narrow side yard. Will pictured Hugh hauling the bags to the front, and wondered if he’d need to borrow a truck, or something, to get rid of them. Did you take yard waste to the dumps? This was the kind of thing Dad would know offhand.

When he tuned back in, Hugh was watching him, smiling a little.

“Sorry. Uh. Lost in thought.”

“I gathered.” Hugh looked at his watch. “You’ve given me three and a half hours of your time, Will. For which I’m grateful beyond my ability to completely express. This project has been weighing on me for years, and having another set of hands to start it definitely helped ease my pervading sense of overwhelm.”

“Uh, sure. I mean, yeah. It’s not really done, though.”

“No. But it seems a great deal more manageable than it did to me yesterday.” Hugh surveyed the yard, then turned back, and this time he was looking dead at Will. “You’ve given me three and a half hours of your time. Allow me to return the favor. I can show you some. And you”—another smile—“can wear a blindfold and pretend I’m a beautiful woman.”

“Shit, Hugh, that’s fucked up.” Was this a joke? But Hugh didn’t really seem like the pranking type. (And after twenty-one years with Adam, Will was probably an expert in spotting a prankster.)

“It’s an exchange of services. Your labor for my experience.”

“Your—uh—experience?”

“Do we have a deal, Will?”

Hundreds (thousands?) of questions occurred to him. How was he gonna pretend a guy was a woman? Or maybe if someone was just fucking you up a little, you couldn’t tell. Would three hours be enough to know for sure? He’d spent way more time than that thinking about this shit, but maybe three hours with this guy, who was at least beginning to feel like a friend, would kind of make it make sense?

Should he be more freaked out that he was thinking about this? He should probably be more freaked out that he was thinking about doing this with a dude.

“Uh. So. Er. I don’t mean to be—uh—dense—but you’re saying—that um—” He broke off. “Fuck it. I don’t know what the fuck I’m talking about. Yeah, okay, Hugh. Deal.” To make it official, he pulled the glove off and held out his hand.

“I’ll try to resist the urge to seduce you.” Hugh shook, firmly, and probably you couldn’t tell a guy’s strength from his handshake, but he definitely wasn’t weak.

“Ha ha ha. People don’t seem to have much trouble resisting me.”

“I find that—questionable.”

Will tamped down, with effort, the desire to roll his eyes. “Seriously, though, I don’t know what I just agreed to.”

“We’ll iron out the details. Tuesday work for you? Evening, seven or eight.”

“Seven’s cool. Uh. Did we just make a date?”

“You hire escorts often, Will? Don’t answer that.”

This time, whatever was behind Hugh’s smile wasn’t altogether friendly or good, though none of it was actually directed at Will. Like watching a show about glaciers; he could sense, but not feel, the chill.

“I’ll walk you out. And even if you decide not to come back, Will, thanks for your help today.”

“Sure. Uh. Thanks for having me. And for lunch.” God, he sounded like a little kid, chorusing what Mom made him say. He clamped his teeth shut on rambling more inane phrases.

Hugh led him to the door and waved goodbye. He seemed like such a nice guy. Nice, almost boring. It was sort of hard to imagine him even owning whips or ropes or whatever.

Whips or ropes. Uh. Stop thinking about that.

Plus, he was still a dude. He was a dude, so it probably wouldn’t affect Will, which made him more objective. Objectivity was good for science. He’d be objective, and whips and ropes wouldn’t have any effect on him, and they’d shake hands, and he’d be done. Maybe he could even call Susan up, go to a movie or something. And not dread sex all freakin’ night. That’d be a relief.

That night he dreamed of Hugh scraping the metal rake down his back. He woke up hard as hell, rutting against his sheets.

A vast abyss of hopelessness broke open in the back of Will’s mind. He dragged himself to the shower and stood there until he was shivering.











Chapter Five




TUESDAY. HE WAS so fucking nervous, even Ads took pity on him.

Actually, Ads not screwing with him made it worse. If Ads just mocked him, like usual, then Will thought he could’ve probably maintained the illusion that he had his shit together. But Ads was treating him like he was just about to go nuclear, and anything might set him off.

Also, right when Will was leaving, Ads said, “Hey. Just. Keep in touch, okay?”

They didn’t talk about it. He didn’t think they had any kind of super-psychic twin telepathy or anything. He just sometimes felt shitty when Adam felt shitty, even before he knew why. Right now he knew that while anyone could say “keep in touch” and mean “text me if you need me,” Adam meant, “I’ll know if you need me.” Which was different, and at least a little reassuring.

Time to go. Will started walking.

It was way, way harder to knock than it had been on Saturday.

“Hi, Will.” Hugh was smirking when he opened the door. “I was tempted to order Chinese for delivery, just to see what you’d do.”

“Sorry. Um.”

“No problem. Should I tell you not to be nervous? Or is nervousness adding a little edge for you?”

Will swallowed. Fuck.

“Come in. And in the future, I expect you to answer my questions.”

“Er—”

“Stop stumbling over your words. Take a breath, organize your thoughts, answer. Very simple. Right now, come inside so I can shut the door.”

He’d been wrong. The nice guy thing had been a front. This was a different Hugh Reynolds.

But not a serial killer, still. Will stepped inside. “So I’m already fucking this up. Sorry.”

“I didn’t ask for an apology, and I’ll tell you when you’re fucking anything up. Will? Look at me, please.”

Will met Hugh’s eyes, and fuck, the guy could stare. Like he was peeling the layers off: epidermis, dermis, hypodermis.

“We’re here in the spirit of scientific enquiry. Right?”

“Yeah. Right.”

The corners of Hugh’s lips twitched up. “That’s ‘yes, sir’, Will. If we’re doing this, we’re doing it right.”

Holy hell. “Yes, sir,” Will said, and dropped his eyes, trying to ignore the wave of heat rolling through his system.

“Mm, submission. I think you’ll find you quite enjoy submission. Follow me. Thus begins the experiential phase of your experiment.”

Objectivity, objectivity, objectivity. You are a scientist collecting data, not a horny asshole collecting jerk off material.

Then Hugh led him into a bedroom—a totally normal looking bedroom—and opened the cabinet in the corner. “My armoire,” he said, like he was announcing a guest.

Will stopped walking.

“You’ll want to stand a little closer than that. You’ll hardly be able to appreciate the knots on the tails of this flogger from over there, Will.”

Knots, tails, flogger. Will pressed shaking hands against his jeans.

“Deep breaths. You’re starting to hyperventilate.”

Hyperventilate? But he couldn’t breathe at all, let alone breathe too much—

“Will.” Hugh, suddenly right here, settled his hands on Will’s shoulders. “Inhale, count to three, exhale. Breathe deeply.” Will opened his mouth to apologize, again, but Hugh just repeated it. “Inhale, count to three, exhale.”

It took a minute. Maybe three. He wasn’t really tracking. But his hands quit shaking and yeah, okay, he could breathe now.

“Sorry.”

“How long have you been thinking about this?”

Forever. “Awhile.”

“Try again.”

Will considered lying, but what was the point of that? “I guess as long as I can remember. Even—even as a kid. Not like I knew that’s what I was thinking about, but—that’s the parts I remember. I remember Peter Pan tied up, surrounded by guys with knives and shit, you know? Not kissing Wendy.”

“That’s a scene you can play, Will. But you’ll probably need to overcome the panic response first. Hard to enjoy a good pirate roleplay when you’re in the middle of an anxiety attack.” Hugh squeezed his shoulders, then let go, and whoa, that was weird. He wanted Hugh’s hands back. He was bereft without them.

Objectivity, dammit.

“Sit on the bed. Let’s see what you like.”

To Will’s disappointment, the first thing out of Hugh’s cabinet—no, armoire—was not the flogger.

“Fairly standard, no frills paddle.”

Will nodded. “I’ve seen pictures. Online, I mean.”

“Research, of course. You can pick it up, Will. In fact, you should. Feel the weight, swing it, smell it.” Hugh leaned against one of the bedposts, which connected at the top in a rectangular frame, and the whole thing appeared to be bolted into the ceiling. And: shit. It didn’t move at all when Hugh leaned on it.

Focus. Paddle. Ignore all the reasons why a guy who had an armoire filled with whips would have his fucking bed bolted to the ceiling.

The paddle was heavier than he expected. He didn’t smell it, but he did half-ass swing it through the air. “Kind of think it’d hurt.”

“That one gives a decent thud. I have another one that’s lighter, more stingy.”

“So how do you, like, know? I mean, how it feels? You ask guys when you’re fucking them up to describe it?”

“Sometimes. The ones who have trouble using their words.”

Beat.

“But no, Will, my best friend’s a dominatrix. I’ve felt that paddle. I’ve probably felt everything in my armoire, at least once. Intellectual curiosity, naturally.” Another flash of some edge, before Hugh held out his hand for the paddle. “Whips feature in your imagination? Let’s find a nice single tail for you.”

The single tail looked benign next to the flogger with the knots, though Hugh said it had a good “bite” to it. Another single tail whip, but of a different kind of leather, much heavier. The flogger with the knots was still fucking scary, even though once he’d actually touched it, he realized that it wasn’t as scary as the heavy whip, even with the knots.

Then Hugh showed him another flogger, no knots, super soft, which made his heart speed up a little. Yeah, this one, this one was like how he’d imagined it, but softer. Will brushed fingers along the tails.

“Suede. Not much sting, but enough thud to feel it. That’s the one, huh, Will?”

“The one?”

“The one you want to start with.”

He looked up, searching for a joke or a tease, but if anything, Hugh was more serious now than he had been. “I don’t know.”

“New rule. ‘I don’t know’ is now off-limits as an answer to my questions. If you don’t know what you want, tell me how you feel instead.”

Rules, jeez. I didn’t sign up for rules. Except sort of.

Will cleared his throat. “I feel, um, kind of freaked out and kind of—um—” He was still petting the suede flogger. “What if it hurts too much? God, that probably sounds so stupid.”

Hugh straightened and took the flogger back, letting the tails swing through the air. “Your problem with this flogger will not be ‘what if it hurts too much,’ Will. Your problem will be what if it doesn’t hurt nearly enough? You may have to ask me for more. Or, possibly, beg me for it.”

Heat rose straight from his balls, and he knew he was blushing again, but hell, beg me for it, yeah, that’s the kind of thing one of his fantasy mistresses would say.

“Are you familiar with how safewords work, Will?”

Fuck, but every time Hugh said his name, it got to him. Like having Hugh’s hands on his shoulders. Like he wanted it, but also he wanted to run like hell.

Focus. Be objective. You are a scientist.

“Uh, yeah. Yeah. Er—I mean, yes, sir.”

“Pick a safeword.”

Pick a safeword, oh boy, this was actually happening. Will’s right hand started to jitter against his thigh. “Rake,” he said. Except saying it meant he was now thinking of that dream he’d had, about Hugh, and the rake—

“Stand up. Look me in the eye.”

That was hard. Harder than standing. Harder than picking up the paddle. Hugh had brown eyes, but dark brown, like coffee without enough milk.

“All you have to do right now is follow directions. Stop thinking. Stop analyzing. Follow directions and tell me if you need me to stop. Safewords are good. So is saying, ‘I need a minute’ or ‘Hold on.’ Got it?”

“I don’t know why I’m freaking out. I mean, I’ve been thinking about this for—forever—”

“Stop thinking, Will. Suspending thought will be the hardest part for you. If your kink is truly submission, you’ll need to work on it.” Hugh leaned in, just a little, and said, “Let me help.”

Was that an order? Will took a breath, counted to three, then let it go. “Yes, sir.”

“Good boy. Take off your shirt and hold onto the upper rail of the bedposts.”

He lowered his eyes and turned away. God, fuck, right, take off your shirt for science, sure, it was in all the books just like that.

No clarification on where to put his shirt, but he folded it and placed it on the desk, which he hadn’t noticed until that very second. Who puts a desk in their guest room? The dude dominatrix, that’s who.

Focus.

He reached up, tested his strength against the rail. No movement. You could do pull ups on it, probably. At least the wood was smooth against his palms.

“Stop thinking, Will. Deep breath.”

Will closed his eyes and breathed.

“I’m going to warm you up nice and slowly. You ready?”

I better be. “Yes, sir.”

“Excellent.”

And whoa—that sound, that slapping sound? That was a fucking flogger on his fucking back. The first one surprised him, even though he was braced for it. The second one was only startling. Hugh established a rhythm, an actual flogging rhythm, and after the first few Will could relax into it.

He’d thought “warm up” was a kind of literary conceit, when he read porn, but now he understood. The tails hit in all different places, each alerting his nerves, each causing friction, and with repeated swings his back was actually, truly warming up, the warmth spreading across the surface.

Heat. And not just on his back.

Shut up, he thought at his dick. But god, god, that felt good. Good? Warm, and intense, and faster now, maybe harder? It was impossible to separate out the sensation, or to reference the earlier sensation, and the sound of it just kept going, saturating his awareness, making everything in the universe about the sound of suede hitting his skin, and the warmth spreading all the way to his fingertips, all the way to his toes. (All the way to his—no, dick, shut up, this isn’t about you, it’s about science.)

And then it stopped.

“Your skin takes color very well.” Which was probably—definitely—the weirdest compliment he’d ever received. “Let’s try a single tail, for contrast.”

Will swallowed.

“We’ll use the first one you held, the four footer.” Movement, at the armoire. “This will be a different sensation, more stingy. Let me know if you need it to slow down, or stop. You remember your safeword?”

“Rake, sir.”

“Very good. Here we go.”

Ouch. Will jerked away from it automatically, then forced his body to straighten back into position.

“Take a breath.”

In, one-two-three, out.

This time Hugh kept going, and Will muscled his body still. Stingy, right, that’s a good word for it. He gripped the rail harder and closed his eyes. Breathe, breathe, stand still and breathe.

The whip had a bite to it. That made sense now. And the sound was more of a pop than a slap. It was much harder to get lost in this one; his brain cataloged the exact location of it, rated the pain, waited expectantly for the new data to come in.

It stopped, but it was way too soon.

Hugh’s hands clamped down on his shoulders again. The right one still held the handle of the whip, tucked under his thumb.

“You’ll like it more if you can relax.”

Oh man, having someone that close, talking right into his ear? Uh, yeah, dude or not, that was kind of hot.

Shut up, dick.

Will bit down hard on his tongue.

“Come on, Will, you welcomed the flogger. You can find that place again.”

“Hurts.”

“You aren’t fighting the hurt, you’re fighting the surrender. Breathe into it, relax your muscles, and stop thinking.” Hugh squeezed his shoulders, again, and he was desperately conscious of the whip in Hugh’s hand.

Be a scientist. Don’t fucking wimp out, you only just started your experiment.

“Okay. I’m ready.”

“Good boy.”

He was twenty-one years old. It should really not make him feel so fucking good to hear someone say “good boy” like that. But man. It was like he was starving, and that second of approval was fucking food.

This time he concentrated on keeping his muscles loose. Each time the whip hit, it lit him up: bright flashes of awareness here, then here, then here. He couldn’t quite welcome the whip, but he could open himself to it enough to stop grinding his teeth. 

The snapped sting of it grew warmer, began to melt into a heady fog of desire. Yeah, okay, this was way better than any fantasy he’d ever had. He felt strong, under the whip, like he was taller than before.

It slowed, then stopped, and Hugh moved in closer again.

“Beautiful, Will. You did very well.”

“Thank you, sir.” He smothered delight (another compliment! Hugh sounded proud!) and tried to sound normal.

“You can let go. Shake your arms out a little before you try for your shirt.”

It was over? Wait. No. Yes. Fine.

Holy crap, he was hard. Oh, god. That was—noticeable. He shook his arms out and thought horrible things at the tent in his pants. His dick—pleased by every pull on the skin of his back, doubly pleased by the scratch of his shirt over it—wasn’t the least bit cowed by his threats to fantasize about Mrs Evans, who lived two doors down growing up and always made really elaborate Christmas cookies.

“Are you planning to stand facing the wall for the rest of the night?” 

“Uh. Just. Um.” Stupid shirt. He should have worn a longer shirt. And a sweatshirt. And a jacket over that.

“Will? Arousal is a sign that this is doing what you want it to do. Turn around, please.”

Probably the idea of being obviously turned on in front of another guy should be the kind of thing that makes you less turned on, right? Except Will was suddenly a little bit tempted to refuse, just to see if Hugh would get more serious about it.

He turned around.

“Sorry. Uh. Yeah.”

Hugh peered over his glasses, not even bothering to look down. “That was an hour and a half. I still owe you two more hours. And there’s a lot more to play with in my armoire, Will. You want to give the knotty flogger a shot next time?”

Why bother even pretending he wasn’t gonna come back? “Yeah. Yes, sir. Please.”

“You’re changing my whole experience of science right now. If anyone had mentioned its use as an entry point to dominance and submission, I might have paid more attention in high school. I have a busy week. How do you feel about next Monday?”

“Good. Uh. Monday works.”

“I look forward to it.” Hugh gestured Will in front of him down the short hall, back to the front door. “Now, let’s see. When you think about it later, imagine your dominatrix breathing across the marks before she lets you down. Maybe even licking them, telling you exactly how you taste, and then riding you hard until you beg her to let you come.” He smiled, like he knew exactly how fucked up it was, and opened the door.

Will shivered in the sudden draft. “You’re kind of a bastard, aren’t you, sir?”

“Oh, much more than kind of, Will. Have a good week.”

“Yeah, you, too.”




* * *




The walk home was endless. Enduring Adam’s teasing was annoying, and also good, because it meant Ads thought he was okay.

And then, like a fucking gift, Ads jumped up and decided to go to Beccs’ place. Beccs, of course, lived in a house, with other people, where they cooked food in a kitchen, not on a hot plate, and had house chores and shit.

“Don’t wait up!” Ads called, grinning, just before he slammed the door.

Will waited thirty seconds, just in case, and shot the deadbolt.

He stripped off his shirt and stood with his back to the mirror, craning his neck to see.

Damn.

Red, a lot of red. Angry red marks on a plane of lighter red. Some of the red was real consistent (maybe that was the flogger?), but some of it was raised, not quite welts, but definitely raised.

He could reach some of them, running fingers over the marks. God. God. What did Hugh say? He could do this and pretend it was a woman, touching the welts. He closed his eyes and tried to conjure Mistress England of lay-back-and-think-of-England fame, but what came to him instead was Hugh’s eyes, serious and also fucking with him.

No. Not Hugh. A girl. Come on.

Will crooked his fingertips and scratched along his skin lightly. Oh man, that was even better. Hello, back. Hello, whip marks.

Hello, dick.

He unbuttoned his pants and shoved them down, tossing them in a corner. Jacking off was better in the shower, but it seemed like a waste not to use the room if Ads wasn’t gonna be home all night. Will grabbed lotion and the box of tissues and situated himself on the bed, balanced on his knees, half-leaning against the wall. He worked his left hand up behind his back and started in on the welts again.

Please, please, please. His right hand found his dick—free at last!—and started working it, putting a little bit of twist into the motion, matching the jagged scratches of his nails.

That’s right, his fantasy dominatrix urged, voice low. Harder, now. Dig in deeper, I want you to feel it. I want you to feel every stripe all over again, like that, like that—

Will panted, pressing his forehead harder into the wall so he could get more leverage on his back. Ow, and yes, and fuck, that hurts.

Faster now, the hand on his dick speeding up, the voice in his head even lower, no longer Mistress England’s: That’s right, feel my marks, and next time I’ll go harder on you, next time I’ll wreck you, next time I’ll flog you until you beg me to let you come—

His balls tightened and he tipped over the edge, no thought, just his dick taking over and carrying him into the void of orgasm and release.

It was in the top five best masturbatory orgasms of all time. How’s that for data? If there was a fucking scale, that orgasm topped it.

Will collapsed on the bed, mopped himself up, and pulled the covers to his chin.

So. Let’s recap. Flogger: high score. Whip: took a little getting used to, but ended up somehow feeling both more painful, and also better. Or maybe it was satisfying? Yeah, that was more accurate. The whip satisfied his—hunger—more than the flogger did, though the flogger felt awesome.

Good times. Great orgasm. What’s not to like?

There was one other thing.
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