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      Finally on the plane. Planning a nap so I’ll have enough energy to do what I want to do to you when I get there. Fuck, that made me sound old…

      Well, you are in your forties now. Some decay is expected. Don’t forget, before Christmas Eve dinner with my mother, you have to practice not using the f-bomb as punctuation on every sentence.

      Decay? Fuck fuck fuck fuck, fucking fucked, have fuck, will fuck, should fuck…

      Thomas snorted. Propping an elbow on the top of the ladder, he leaned against its steps as he sent a response text: She’ll smack you with a wooden spoon where it will do the most good. I still have the mark from the last time she used it on me. I was nine. Get some sleep. I miss you.

      Pocketing the phone in his jeans, he turned his attention to the task at hand, adjusting a strand of lights on the eight-foot Christmas tree in their living room. Yeah, maybe it was overkill, but it was his and Marcus’s first Christmas together as a married couple. The white-gold tree lights reflected off the gold band on his left hand. Though it had been a few months, Thomas still found himself staring at it a couple times a day. It represented a treasure he’d never expected to have in his possession. A treasure he’d never expected to have complete possession of him, but Marcus was his Master, now and forever. The ring said so.

      That didn’t mean the road was always paved in gold, though. Thomas surveyed the tree, suppressing a sigh. He’d wanted to text Marcus something like “Tree and house looks great. Can’t wait to show you.” But Marcus would have responded with something like, “If you meet me at the door with a bow around your dick, that’s all I care about.” Typical banter, but it would have fallen flat for Thomas right now, part of a string of disappointments he’d hidden inside since the Christmas season had started.

      It had become more and more difficult to involve Marcus in the traditions Thomas had thought they might enjoy together. Shopping for family members, decorating, planning the Christmas Eve dinner they’d agreed to host for Thomas’s family. Marcus had claimed work, gallery showings, a new artist to supervise, yada yada. He’d nod or point when Thomas asked his opinion on dinner, gifts, decorations, but as soon as he could manage it, Marcus’s eyes would cut away and his body language would avert in the same manner, not-so-subtle signals that he wasn’t interested in anything more than perfunctory responses.

      He was ready to show up for sex and anything that didn’t involve Christmas, but the closer they drew to the holiday, the more he seemed to be pulling away. In fact, Marcus had bailed three days before Christmas Eve, saying he had to head off to New York for a few last minute issues. Though Marcus promised to be back before that night, Thomas had half expected to receive a text at any time since then, saying something had come up and Marcus wouldn’t be able to make it home until after the holiday. Apparently his Master had realized that would be the final straw, causing Thomas to break all this open, confront what the hell was going on.

      Thomas had tried to be patient. He understood this was the first Christmas Marcus had spent in a family environment in a long time, and his memories of those Christmases couldn’t have been good ones. When he’d been living on the street as a teenager in New York, God only knew what kinds of things he’d been doing to mark the Yuletide. Thomas had rationalized it was best to let Marcus stand on the outskirts if that was where he needed to be this first Christmas, easing his toe into these waters. But Thomas had nursed his own hopes of creating a wealth of first Christmas memories with Marcus, and it was hard to put that away.

      He was being selfish. In every other way, their first few months of married life were nothing short of wedded bliss. Though Marcus winced at such sentiment, he hadn’t denied it when Thomas teased him with the term. They’d worked together on renovating the old farmhouse for their unique needs and style while maintaining the homey spirit of the place. Marcus wasn’t as intuitive when it came to “homey”, but he’d gone along on that journey with no hesitation, bemused and pleased by the choices Thomas had suggested to transform a house into a home.

      He’d even seemed quite touched by the house warming gift Elaine, Thomas’s mother, had brought them. Practical as always and realizing they were having to furnish and outfit a second home, Elaine had purchased a blue and brown glaze vase from a local artisan and stocked it with kitchen utensils. While the quality of the vase was nothing close to the standards of the NY art world, Marcus had been very complimentary of it and it now had an honored spot on the sturdy oak table.

      The remembrance warmed Thomas and increased his sense of shame. He firmed his jaw. If the first Christmas was a tough one for Marcus, there would be other Christmases. When Thomas had danced with his mother at their wedding, she’d given him a piece of advice that resonated clearly now.

      “This is the least important day of your marriage, Thomas,” she’d said. She’d seemed so small in his arms, and yet those eyes and mouth of hers always conveyed a larger-than-life will. Much like the one the man he was marrying had, God help him. “A marriage is far more than one day,” she said. “It’s years and years of loving, laughing, crying, fighting and learning hard lessons about making your lives fit together. You build it one brick at a time, and some days you’ll want to take that brick and bash it against his head. Other days he’ll feel the same about you. Love becomes strong because of the hard times, not the easy ones.”

      He got it. He did. He was in for the long haul. But God, he wished Marcus wanted to share Christmas with him, rather than just endure it.

      “It’s a shame Marcus isn’t here to help.”

      Daralyn was a quiet slip of a girl, a shadow always watching and listening, so Thomas wasn’t at all surprised she’d picked up on his mood as if he’d been bitching non-stop for the past ten minutes. She spoke from the floor, where she sat cross-legged, untangling a string of lights for the live garland coiled around her like a fragrant, pine-scented boa. Marcus and Thomas paid her to clean the house once a week, extra income for her above what she earned working at the hardware store with Rory. She also now lived in their small guesthouse, an outbuilding that used to be the farm’s second hay barn.

      The idea had been Celeste’s, offered in a quick heart-to-heart with her oldest brother. “We need to start treating Daralyn like a grown-up. Maybe she isn’t ready to live on her own in an apartment somewhere in town, but she needs her own place. A place where she’s not sharing the house with Rory like she’s his sister.”

      The significance of that pointed statement wasn’t lost on Thomas and, with Elaine’s help, who was on the same track, they’d eased the shy young woman toward the idea. Since then, she’d embraced it fully, delighting in having her first “home”, especially when Marcus and Thomas made it clear it was her space to paint and decorate as she wished. With the upper doors open in the main barn that was now his studio, Thomas could hear the soothing chimes she’d hung by her front door strumming in the breezes that came across the open fields.

      Thomas cleared his throat. “He’ll be here in a few hours. He caught a ride with some clients who were flying a private charter to Florida. They said they didn’t mind dropping him off on the way.”

      Given how surly Marcus had been before he left, Thomas hoped he was in a better mood with his fellow passengers. Else they might drop him off over the state without landing first. He glanced at Daralyn. The young woman wore modest, serviceable jeans and T-shirt, her smooth brown hair pulled back in a tidy braid down her back, her usual attire.

      “You know, much as I love having your help, you spent all morning getting this place in shape,” he said. “You really don’t need to be doing this, too.”

      She shook her head, raising remarkably beautiful hazel eyes to his before returning her attention to twining the now unsnarled lights around the garland.  “No one should decorate for Christmas alone. It makes you feel sad.”

      Given that Daralyn had spent her childhood with an abusive uncle and father who could have cared less about whether or not Christmas was celebrated, Thomas was sure she’d experienced that firsthand. The miracle was that she’d tried to do it on her own, in a household with nothing resembling a family. As a teenager, before they’d found out the reality of her situation, he remembered visiting her one Christmas and seeing a small tree. She’d probably dug it out of the untended overgrowth behind the house that was one step up from a shack. She’d hung it with a few sparse ornaments, all made by an adolescent hand. The candles in the window were the kind for storm supplies, but she’d put greenery around them to make them more festive. He wondered if she’d known the seasonal mythology behind candle lighting, to represent the Bethlehem star, to guide Mary and Joseph… It didn’t matter. It had all been about hope.

      “Daralyn is special,” his mother always said. “She may seem like a skittering mouse, but there’s something beneath as resilient as an angel’s smile.”

      Since she’d been living under his family’s protection, Daralyn had grown more confident, meaning she would actually talk without being addressed first, mostly. And she’d learned to interact with customers at their hardware and farm supply store, offer help when needed. But with the exception of Thomas, whom she’d inexplicably trusted from the first, she was nervous as a cat around men. She’d grown more comfortable around Rory, though. They’d all noticed it, how she watched him when she thought no one was looking.

      Considering that now, he added a few more ornaments to the tree. “I think you should corner Rory tomorrow night,” he said casually. “Tell him to kiss you under the mistletoe. If you jam the brake of his wheelchair, he can’t get away.”

      He saw her hide her serious smile behind her hand. “That’s just mean.”

      “Big brothers are mean. It’s our job. He watches you, you know.” Thomas had a vision of Rory trying to run him over with his wheelchair for initiating this conversation, but even his mother had said if they waited on the two of them, she’d be long dead in the ground before they exchanged their first kiss.

      “Oh…well.” Daralyn flushed, which was a good sign. It was when color drained from her face that panic hit. “I could never…tell him to do something.”

      The last part was delivered in a very quiet voice, but Thomas not only caught it, he understood the significance in a way she likely didn’t. At least not consciously. Which was interesting, because Marcus had picked up on it the first time he met her, but Marcus picked up on a true submissive orientation like a coon dog on the scent of bacon frying three counties over. Thomas could just imagine his Master’s response to such a provincial comparison.

      Thomas hadn’t been as sure of her status, given her traumatic history, but the more time he spent around her, the more he was sure Marcus was right. Though whether it would help or hinder her in a relationship was hard to say.

      Giving her a thoughtful look, Thomas came across the room to take the garland from her. The two of them moved to the doorway where he’d already placed the hooks. As he hung the garland over them, Daralyn fluffed the greenery, arranging it for its best look. “You have a knack for this stuff,” he said sincerely. “Mom loves the Christmas displays at the store. And the flower arrangements you leave when you clean here work great. Which is once again, over and above what we pay you to do.”

      “Oh no.” She shook her head vehemently. “You shouldn’t be paying me at all. You let me stay in the guesthouse for almost nothing—”

      “It’s a one-room space with a kitchenette and bathroom.  And we had to add that, as well as insulation and a proper floor, to make it habitable. Between the work at the store and keeping us straight here, you do plenty. Neither one of us likes cleaning, but neither one of us wants to live in a pigsty, either. Then there are the nights you fix us dinner because Marcus is a workaholic and I’m too up to my elbows in my projects to even think about cooking. Not up for discussion. You’re worth every penny.” He gave her a friendly nudge. “If I were you, I’d badger us for a raise or a Christmas bonus.”

      She worried her bottom lip with even teeth, changed the subject. “Do you want the small frosted gold balls on this? I think that would look really nice.”

      He nodded. “That’d be the perfect touch. See what I mean? And you know, if you don’t feel comfortable telling Rory, maybe you should ask him to kiss you.”

      Daralyn’s braid fell over her shoulder as she bent over the box, retrieving three of the gold balls. She had a good figure. Good enough to have Rory’s eyes roving over her, despite his best attempts not to let the rest of the family see him doing it. She needed some serious feeding up, though. A good wind could blow her away.

      “Maybe I should,” she said, surprising him. “But maybe you should tell Marcus it hurts your feelings, the way he’s been avoiding sharing Christmas with you.”

      Thomas could deny it, but again, she didn’t miss much. He met her gaze as she straightened. He needed to paint her in a field, lying among flowers, with that wistful smile on her face he sometimes caught there. It contained all the sorrow and joy of a broken world. Though he did a lot of erotic material that appealed to gay men, he wasn’t limited to that. He could easily imagine a whole series with her as subject matter, the colors starting to mix in his mind.

      She was watching him with that very smile now. “Marcus told me you do that, but it’s the first time I’ve seen it. You’re thinking of a painting, aren’t you?”

      He chuckled, a little self-consciously. “You shouldn’t believe everything he tells you, but yeah. As far as sharing with him…I think he’s dealing with some past Christmas stuff. As long as he’s here and we get through, that’s what matters.”

      Thomas stepped back, sweeping a critical gaze over the living room and kitchen. With the tree, lit garlands and assorted decorations tastefully embellishing the farmhouse décor, it looked like a country Christmas postcard. It had to have some kind of positive impact on Marcus, no matter how he acted.  The tree was decorated with a variety of ornaments from Thomas’s past, as well as ones he’d bought to make it his and Marcus’s tree. Things he’d hoped Marcus would like, since the day they’d planned to shop for them together, Marcus had begged off with another business interruption.

      It was excuses. All excuses. Daralyn was right. It hurt, because even though rationally Thomas understood that it was about Marcus’s past, it felt like he was making a statement about their future together. When he’d asked Marcus a few weeks ago what he thought of going with the eight-foot tree versus six-foot, Marcus hadn’t looked up from his laptop as he answered.

      “Doesn’t matter to me, pet. This is more your thing.”

      He could have meant decorating, being artistic, but Marcus made all the design decisions on his gallery, from the color of the walls to the type of flowers at the entrance desk. Linda, his manager, wouldn’t dare change anything like that without consulting him.

      “So, I’m working at the store until noon closing tomorrow,” Daralyn said. “Between that and tidying up, I can be here by two to help you get everything ready for Christmas Eve dinner.”

      He waved a dismissive hand. “We’re good tomorrow. You know we don’t do meat on Christmas Eve, and mom prefers to keep it pretty light since she’ll go to Midnight Mass. You’re going to be helping her with the ginormous feast on Christmas Day, anyhow, so I don’t want to see you until four tomorrow. Take a nap after work and think about that dress you’re going to wear. Celeste told me it’s pretty amazing.”

      “Celeste talked me into it. I’m not sure I’m brave enough to wear it.” There went that fetching flush in her cheeks again. Thomas could just imagine Celeste gently bullying Daralyn into the purchase. They were all in on the conspiracy, if they could just get his dumbass brother to make a move. Rory was determined to treat Daralyn like fragile porcelain, even as she’d evolved into his right hand at the store. Celeste was away at college pretty much except breaks, Mom was getting older, and Thomas was pursuing his art career. As such, Daralyn had stepped into that essential role in her usual quiet way.

      “You better wear it,” he warned. “You know how Celeste can be if she doesn’t get her way. Now get out of here. I have a surly Yankee arriving soon. The Grinch is like Mickey Mouse compared to him.”

      “He’s not so scary.” She dimpled.

      “Yeah, yeah. You’re just like all women are around him. God’s gift, yet completely wasted on the fair sex.” Thank God. But he knew it was more than that. Even in his worst mood, Marcus always spoke gently to Daralyn. Thomas wondered if she ever got tired of being treated as if she were so breakable, but when it came to her own feelings, Daralyn tended to keep her own counsel about pretty much everything. Which was why her next words surprised him.

      “He loves you so much.” Her hazel eyes grew serious. A brief hesitation, then she touched his forearm, simple kindness. “I’m sure he doesn’t know how it’s making you feel.”

      “Yeah, well. He’s had some really rough Christmases. So I figure this first one may not be so much about my feelings as helping him figure the best way through it. A relationship is a give and take like that.”

      “Maybe the best way is letting him see it through your eyes. Christmas is special. Not even one of them should be wasted.”

      [image: ]

      Christmas issues aside, as the time for Marcus’s arrival drew closer, Thomas felt a sweet anticipation building. Three days shouldn’t seem like so much, especially now that they were together permanently, but the wonder of it hadn’t eased off a bit. If anything, an absence of any length could resurrect the hunger for one another and increase exponentially with every hour that passed. Marcus’s texts, marking how much closer he was getting to home, only intensified it.

      When the Maserati pulled into the drive, the tightness in Thomas’s chest was enough to steal breath and word. He came out onto the porch, leaning in what he imagined was a casual pose against the porch post, one hand hooked in his jeans’ pocket. But as Marcus got out of the car, the way his Master’s vibrant green gaze covered Thomas made him feel hot, slick and naked.

      Marcus didn’t take out his laptop, overnight bag, anything. He never did. He always came to Thomas first, one of the many little things that Thomas noticed and treasured. He might be being an ass about Christmas, but everything else told Thomas he was loved. That was all that mattered.

      As Marcus came up the four steps to the porch, Thomas was already stepping away from the post to meet him, but his Master was having none of that, pushing him back against the post and rail, holding him there as he clamped his lips over Thomas’s. His body, always surprisingly strong, pinned Thomas in place, his thigh thrust between Thomas’s so firm muscle pressed insistently against Thomas’s cock, already stiff as a board for the past thirty minutes, so ready for Marcus to arrive.

      Thomas made a noise between a growl and a plea, and Marcus answered it with that feral note that was pure dominant animal. His tongue tangled with Thomas’s, heated and wet, and his other hand was cupped fully around his ass cheek, digging in hard enough he almost lifted Thomas up on the rail. Actually, fuck, he did, putting Thomas’s butt up there and himself between his legs, holding him by the side of the neck with one strong hand and the other shoving into the waist band of the jeans in the back, to caress the dimple between his buttocks. Marcus’s thumb caught the silver and gold waist chain Thomas always wore beneath his clothes, the one that had a loop that cinched around his cock, held there by a metal disk lock only Marcus could remove. Thomas strained forward, wanting to rub his arousal against Marcus, but he made an imperious noise, stilling him.

      It was a good thing the farm sat way back from the road, because these kinds of greetings would have gotten the community talking for sure. Since their closest neighbor, Mrs. Dearman, salivated at just the sight of Marcus, Thomas wouldn’t put it past her to close the half mile gap between their properties with her husband’s hunting rifle scope. But if she was being a peeping Tom about his Master, she deserved what she got.

      His Master. He loved the way that sounded. Almost as much as “husband”.

      “Why aren’t you naked?” Marcus demanded, lifting his head. “I swear to God, one of these days I’m going to fuck you right here on this porch in broad daylight. In the house. Now.”

      He had to add the qualification of daylight, since he had already done it at night. Several times. One night in particular, he’d strapped Thomas to the back porch swing, tying his wrists to the wooden arms, running the ropes down to Thomas’s ankles so his legs were spread and dangling. All after he’d seated a vibrating plug up his ass. Then Marcus forced orgasm after orgasm from him. Giving him a hand job, applying a wand to his glans, going down on him. Thomas had been sure there’d be reports of some guttural wild animal barking in the night, the way he’d come over and over again that night.  Marcus got in those moods sometime, where he wasn’t satisfied until Thomas was so weak, so deep in subspace, that it took quite awhile to return to earth, shuddering in Marcus’s arms, taking sips of water from his hand, relying on him practically to breathe.

      Marcus eased him off the rail, directed him inside, the screen door closing with a thump behind them. Marcus kicked the wooden door closed, latching it. He’d already found out neighbors and family had a way of stopping in and popping their heads in the door with the call of “anybody there?”, a far cry from the layers of security at his New York penthouse.

      Following Marcus’s orders, Thomas removed the shirt and then pushed down the jeans, barely getting them to his knees before he found himself spun and pushed down over the kitchen table. He wasn’t wearing any underwear and he was already lubed up, the way Marcus required him to be when he arrived home. Which was good, because Marcus was in a seriously insistent mood. Maybe the kind of mood he’d been in that night when he had him tied to the swing. Thomas felt everything in his lower body clench in anticipation…and trepidation, because Marcus in this mood wasn’t a gentle Master. Not in the least.

      Whereas before he’d been moving at a rapid pace, now Marcus slowed down, filling the dense air with a dangerous charge as he slid his fingers down Thomas’s bare back to the upper rise of his ass, giving him an idle but very sharp pinch with his strong fingers. Thomas suppressed the flinch, channeling it into the electric energy running through his body instead. He quivered, eager to serve Marcus on every level of his being. It was that way when there was nothing held back. Marcus had been to the deepest levels of Thomas’s soul, and he’d been there with Marcus, though Marcus, typical Dominant, didn’t open that door as often, while demanding it always be wide open inside Thomas. He’d just kick it down otherwise. But that was okay, because Thomas had finally figured out the opening of his own door was key to opening Marcus’s.

      Marcus ran a hand down Thomas’s bare back again, this time following the lines of muscle framing his shoulder blades, over the lower back, down to the rise of his ass again. “Higher, pet,” he ordered in a silky tone. “You know you’re required to lift your tasty ass high enough I can see your balls hanging between your legs. Don’t make your Master search for that slick hole of yours.”

      “No, sir,” Thomas responded. That was new for them, too. If it was possible, Marcus had become even stricter since they’d gotten married, making Thomas feel every inch the owned submissive by requiring that he address him formally when they were fully in session. And Thomas loved it, which was of course at least half of why Marcus did it. The other half would be because it got Marcus’s dick hard, too, and Marcus made no bones about being a selfish man. He could be, but he was a lot of other things too, and there were parts of Marcus’s selfishness that Thomas loved as much as his generosity.

      He lifted his ass, feeling the cut of the thin chain around his balls and cock, as it was designed to get tighter when he was fully erect, like now.

      “Your text gave me an excellent idea.” Marcus braced himself on one ass cheek, leaning over to pluck a wooden spoon out of the pottery vase. “So this is how your mother used to discipline you?”

      “Dad would follow it up with a belt strapping that night, just to make sure we didn’t forget the most important lesson—to obey and respect our mother.” Thomas’s fingers gripped a slat of the table as Marcus twirled the spoon in his strong and graceful hands, then straightened, disappearing from his field of vision. Thomas inhaled the scent of old wood and cleaners Daralyn had used to wipe down the table.

      “I’ll clean up my language for tomorrow night, but in exchange, I want to hear that word come out of your mouth now. Often. Every time I use this”—the spoon tapped his ass—“You put it in a sentence I’ll like. Statements, requests and outright begging are fine. But use it as a demand even once…”

      Thomas suppressed a hungry sound as Marcus pushed his face to the table with a firm hand on his nape and rammed the stiff cock under slacks right up against Thomas’s ass, rubbing that promise against his bare balls. “You make any demands of me, and you’ll have to explain to your mother why you have to eat standing up.”

      Marcus smelled of New York. Rich cologne, expensive clothes, airlines, travel. But what was beneath teased Thomas’s senses even more. He wanted to be pressed up against his Master’s naked body, inhale the heat of his skin, hear his heart beat, feel the shift of every beautiful inch beneath Thomas’s touch. He wanted to close his fingers around the steel of his thick cock. Wrap his mouth around it. But those privileges had to be earned.

      Marcus didn’t start the punishment right away. Caressing Thomas’s neck, his shoulders, he moved down his back again before Marcus molded a palm over one bare buttock. He stroked Thomas several times, that same terrain, up and back. Up and back. Fingers stilling, then starting again. The tenor of the touch changed, became more meditative, intent. The deepening silence cued Thomas to his Master’s mood shift. He knew the look that would be in Marcus’s eyes and wanted to see it. But when he started to turn his head, to look, Marcus made a quelling noise, clamping down on Thomas’s neck again, reminding him to stay in the position he’d put him. He murmured something Thomas had to strain to hear, much as he’d had to strain to hear what Daralyn had said earlier.

      “Just enjoying what’s mine. All mine.”

      The roughness of Marcus’s tone pulled at Thomas’s very soul, but as if his Master knew exactly when they reached the line past which Thomas had to follow his heart and turn to his Master’s care, rather than obey him blindly, Marcus switched the mood. Fast and hard.

      The spoon hit, and it was obviously not the first time Marcus had wielded one as a Dom. The strike drove the breath from Thomas, and he had to scramble for thought.

      “Please fuck me, Master.”

      Marcus clucked. “Hardly original, but it works for me. I want you so mindless a preschool book would be a challenge.

      Thwack.

      “See Dick fuck…”

      That won an appreciative chuckle. “Smartass. Higher.” A sharper command this time, telling Thomas that Marcus wasn’t messing around. Jesus, Thomas was almost already on his toes. He had to grip the table harder for balance, but the strain in the back of his thighs, the arch of his body as he lifted his ass, just made him hurt for it harder. His cock was already pulsing, leaking come on the floor between the chairs. He was going to have to clean that up. No way was he letting Daralyn see it.

      Thwack. Thwack. Thwack.

      “Fucking hell… Fuck, this hurts… Fuck, it feels good.”

      Now the spoon was sliding over one cheek, then the edge was pushing between his buttocks, teasing his rim. Marcus worked it against him, rocking that curve against the tight puckered entrance as Thomas groaned.

      “Nice and slick, just the way I like you.”

      “Yes, Master. You said you’d fuck me when you walked through the door.”

      “Is that a complaint? Is my slave being impatient?”

      “Only because I missed you like fuck. Fucking missed you.”

      “Three times on the front end,” Marcus mused. “Sounds like my property wants more punishment. Your dick is making a mess. Thank God she hasn’t put the chair pads on yet.”

      He leaned over Thomas again, pushing the spoon harder against his rim as he plucked a rubber spatula from the vase. It was the kind of utensil used to turn cake batter. “Bet your mother never knew this hurts more.”

      Thomas sucked in a new breath as Marcus proved it, letting the flexible rubber sting its way across both buttocks, his upper thighs. He even gave Thomas’s balls a quick pop with it, a strike that had him cursing under his breath. “Fuck…” His testicles were throbbing, his cock at maximum blood capacity. He needed to come, needed his Master inside of him. But he wondered if Marcus needed…more. Thomas swallowed, decided he was a couple candy canes short of a dozen, and did exactly what Marcus had warned him not to do. He made it a demand.

      “Fuck me, Master. Now.”

      Marcus paused. The clock ticked on the wall, Thomas’s breath rasping in counter point with it. Marcus shifted then, and his Italian loafer slid underneath the raised heel of Thomas’s right foot, the toe pressing against where the ball of his foot pushed hard against the wood floor. Closing his hand on Thomas’s hip, Marcus eased him down so his weight rested on the top of Marcus’s foot. Thomas felt Marcus’s hand between them, heard the belt being unbuckled, the slacks being unzipped, and then groaned as the tip of Marcus’s cock traced that sensitive spot at the top of his buttocks. Painting his precum along those two rises, Marcus then pressed into the lube-slick seam. Not to penetrate, only to tease Thomas past bearing before Marcus took hold of himself, and began to stroke.

      “No, Master, please…”

      For a response, Marcus put his hand on Thomas’s shoulder, pushed him down so his upper body was flush against the table, ass in the air. He kept jacking himself off as he held Thomas in that position. He was going to come against Thomas’s ass, his lower back. Thomas squeezed his eyes shut, his cock throbbing, balls aching, hands curling into the wood of the table.

      “Think you need a reminder of who’s in charge, don’t you, pet?”

      “Please let me use my mouth on you, Master.”

      “Not this first time. This is what I want. And what matters most?’

      “What my Master wants.”

      “Fucking right.”

      Thomas’s heart was pounding high in his chest, and he groaned again as Marcus crowded up against him, so close Thomas felt his goddamn knuckles rubbing against Thomas’s ass with every stroke. His hips were twitching, unable to help himself. His balls hung heavy and tight between his spread legs, and when Marcus’s breath started to come quick and shallow, he lifted his ass higher, giving his Master the canvas he wanted to paint with his desire.

      The first hot jet of come hit his balls, his crack, then splattered outward over his ass cheeks, his lower back. Though he wanted nothing more than to have his Master fuck him, Thomas felt a near orgasmic euphoria, serving his Master this way, being entirely at his mercy as he spent himself on the body of his sub, his slave. Marcus owned every inch of him. Nothing in Thomas denied it.

      When Marcus slowed down, he cupped a palm over Thomas’s wet buttock, rubbed that thick fluid over it, dipping in between to tease his rim. Then he did it to the other cheek.  “Master,” Thomas breathed. “Please.”

      “I’m going to amuse myself until I’m hard again. You’ll just have to have a longer punishment, I think. Do you accept that, Thomas?”

      “Yes, Master. Anything…as long as you’re touching me.”

      “Jesus, you’re perfect.” The spatula hit again, and the way Marcus had coated his buttock, made it wet, increased the sting. Thomas imagined what it looked like, his ass dripping with Marcus’s come, the way it would dry on his flesh.

      “You’ll be scrubbing this floor, pet. I might enjoy watching you do that naked, with a vibrator up your ass and strapped to your cock, so you’d have to keep scrubbing, every time you come.”

      “Fuck,” Thomas breathed, and the spatula hit again. Marcus stopped talking and devoted himself with single-minded pleasure to the punishment, until Thomas was grunting with every blow, his fingers digging harder in the wood and mind spinning with the thought that Marcus truly was going to make sure he couldn’t sit comfortably for Christmas Eve dinner.

      The spatula was thrown on the table next to him, Marcus drawing him off the table to push him down to his knees on the wood floor. Thomas’s gaze rose to his face. Those green eyes were hot enough to burn, the sinfully beautiful mouth taut. Thomas had his lips parted and waiting as Marcus pushed his cock past them. The insatiable bastard was already half erect again, and Thomas was only too eager to prepare him to fuck his sub.

      “Easy pet. Slow it down.” Marcus tugged his hair, curling his fingers deep into Thomas’s scalp. “There we go. Manage the lust, pleasure your Master.”

      It was his pleasure to obey such a directive. Focusing, he sucked on the ridge of the head, worked his way up and down the shaft with a careful pace but fierce purpose, lashing every erogenous point and savoring the way it felt to hold Marcus’s cock in his mouth. The one and only person allowed to do it now. Marcus’s fingers flexed on him.

      “My sweet pet. That fucking gorgeous mouth. All I could think about on the plane was having you on your knees like this. I’d have had you do it in front of every man there and let them wish it was them. You’re the only Christmas gift I want. Now or forever.”

      Thomas swallowed, his focus shifting at the vehemence in Marcus’s voice. He changed his strategy, sliding slowly all the way up Marcus’s shaft only to lay kisses all the way back down, nuzzle it with his cheek, nip at his thighs, his balls, sucking one in his mouth.

      “Jesus.” Marcus’s fingers constricted in his hair. Yeah, his Master loved having his balls sucked like that. He’d also learned Marcus loved to have his rim tongued, but Thomas wasn’t allowed to do that too often. Most mornings, Thomas woke to find Marcus curled up behind him, a strong arm over his hip, chest or waist. His Master held on tight to what was his when he slept. Though on rare occasions, Thomas, the early riser of the two of them, would wake and find Marcus had turned to his other side in his sleep, presenting Thomas an irresistible opportunity. Thomas could work his way down the line of his spine with his mouth, winding his arms around Marcus to grip his turgid morning erection. When he reached his buttocks, he’d snake a tongue between to play. The first time he’d done it, Marcus’s grip on the railings of the head board had almost broken them, so violent was his reaction to the pleasuring.

      “Same goes, Master,” Thomas said. “You’re the Christmas gift I always wanted.”

      “Come here.” Marcus pulled him to his feet. “Get rid of the jeans and shoes. I want you in the bed.”

      Thomas kicked all of it free, and then Marcus was propelling him to their bedroom. He didn’t wait, pushing Thomas onto the bed, on his back, making it clear how he wanted him. Thomas slid over, making room as Marcus finished undressing. Thomas’s gaze slid over his husband’s body as Marcus shrugged out of the tailored shirt and slacks, the snug dark shorts beneath. The man was a god in every way, not an inch of marble flesh flawed. It never failed to make Thomas insane with lust and overwhelmed with emotion to know it was his, to have and to hold, now and forever.

      “Stay just like that, pet,” Marcus said, making it clear he’d been doing his own appraisal. He put a knee up on the bed and then he was over Thomas, stretching his body out fully on him.

      At first, Thomas hadn’t been entirely comfortable doing it this way, but Marcus wasn’t all too interested in his comfort in such situations. Thomas had learned to appreciate his way of shoving past his inhibitions. It was unnerving, how it shattered him every time to have Marcus take him face to face like this. Marcus slid his arms under Thomas’s legs, at the bend of Thomas’s knees. He guided himself into Thomas’s well lubed entry without the need of his hands, he knew his sub’s body that well.

      That thick cock slid inch by excruciating inch into Thomas’s tight channel, eliciting a mutual grunt of deep satisfaction. Marcus braced himself against the backs of Thomas’s thighs, staring down at him with that firm mouth and penetrating eyes that refused to let Thomas look away.

      “I love you, Master.” It rasped out of his throat, so obvious he couldn’t not say it.

      Those green eyes flickered and the mouth softened.  “Same goes, pet. Fuck, I missed you. I almost…but I couldn’t. I just couldn’t.”

      Thomas’s brow creased but Marcus was done talking. He started working harder in Thomas’s ass, and Thomas was already so close, he was holding on by fingernails. “Master, I’m going to come…if you keep…doing that.”

      “Part of the plan. But hold out until I’m ready. Else I’ll beat you with a few more of your mother’s kitchen implements. Teach you to be a really…good…boy.”

      Thomas groaned at each thrust punctuating the sentence. God, he couldn’t…yes, he would. He would. Oh no…fuck…he…

      “Come for me, pet. Come now. Let me hear you.”

      That wasn’t a problem, because the groan-shout that tore from Thomas’s throat couldn’t be withheld. The climax that seized him had him bucking up against Marcus, intensifying with every thrust. Marcus changed his angle so he had Thomas’s knees bent up tight on either side of Marcus’s body, pretty much lifting Thomas’s body all the way to the shoulders off the bed, Marcus’s thighs slapping against his ass as Thomas was penetrated over and over and over, those powerful lean muscles in Marcus’s body holding Thomas’s weight.

      His cock jetted all over his stomach and chest. Damn, he’d probably gotten the pillows, wall and headboard. Daralyn really better not come until four tomorrow, because it was going to take him that long to restore all the good cleaning she’d done. But that was a vague thought, everything else spinning, wild color and gorgeous green eyes, burning into his soul, the best kind of heat there was.

      “There you are pet…easy now. There you are.”

      He was shaking, something that happened every time Marcus took him over like this. The response never failed to please his Master, even though Thomas always felt unraveled afterward. But it was okay, because Marcus had a way of winding the spool again, as gentle in the aftermath as he could be ruthless during. When he slowly withdrew, Thomas shuddered. Marcus shifted them, curling around Thomas and cuddling him up into the coil of his taut frame. He was stroking Thomas’s hair, his shoulder, lips nuzzling his throat. Thomas groped behind him, found Marcus’s bare hip, gripped. Gripped hard.

      “I love you.”

      “So you said.” But the press of Marcus’s lips under Thomas’s ear lingered, his fingers stroking Thomas’s chest.

      “I missed you,” Thomas added.

      “I got that. I might have given you a thought or two.”

      The tender jest made Thomas squeeze his eyes shut. Don’t talk about it. Let it go. This is enough. Don’t do that dumbass thing, talking about stupid shit during a vulnerable moment. This is enough.

      “Thomas.” Marcus tugged him over onto his back, made him look up into his face as he leaned over him. He traced Thomas’s mouth with his thumb, his other fingers settling on his throat in that light collar that could liquefy Thomas’s will into water. He imagined a painting where he’d pour it over Marcus’s feet to wash them, just like a biblical act of obeisance. “Thomas,” Marcus repeated, drawing his attention out of that part of his head. His firm lips quirked, because he always knew when Thomas was painting. “Do you think I can’t read when you have something else on your mind?”

      “You don’t want to hear it. And I don’t want…it’s stupid. Let’s just let it go.”

      Marcus studied him. If he’d figured out what Thomas was thinking and said fine, we’ll let it go, rather than allowing Thomas to talk about it, Thomas knew that would hurt worse. Fuck, he was acting like a girl, wasn’t he?

      “No,” Marcus said quietly at last. “We’re not letting it go. Let’s have it.” He flicked Thomas’s nipple, making Thomas jump. Thomas bit his lip, but when Marcus made something an order, he couldn’t keep the words from spilling out.

      “I know you’ve had a lot of rough Christmases. I guess I hoped if you did stuff with me at Christmas…decorating, shopping, having a nice Christmas, it would help ease that. But it feels like you’re avoiding all that because instead it makes it worse. I know I’m being selfish, but I was really looking forward to sharing our first Christmas together, all of it. But if it’s not your thing, then you know, you could go back to New York and I could join you after Christmas with my family. Maybe we could do a trip somewhere that’s not about Christmas. Like Bahamas or Josh’s island , until all the Christmas stuff is gone and done.”

      “Would it be easier to spend Christmas without me?” Marcus asked, his voice neutral.

      “In your current mood, yes. But no. Because easier doesn’t mean better. I’m starting to get what the better or worse thing means. I’d rather spend my worse day in the world with you than the best day without you. Because it wouldn’t be the best day if you weren’t there.  I just…I feel like we’re just making one another miserable, me wanting you to do Christmas shit, and you so not wanting to do it.”

      “So you’re trying to figure out how to make it easier for me.” Marcus studied him another moment and then sighed. Rolling away from Thomas, he shifted to a sitting position, facing away from Thomas to brace his hands on either side of himself. Though the silken feathering of Marcus’s dark hair concealed his profile, Thomas could tell he was staring out the window at the back fields. “Thomas, there really isn’t a way to do that.”

      “I know.” Even though it hurt like hell to acknowledge it, to hear Marcus say it. “I just wish…”

      He wanted to reach out, stroke the bare line of Marcus’s back. And he wanted to be closer. So to hell with it. He sat up and traced the line of Marcus’s back to his hip, curled his fingers over it. All the while sliding closer, until he had his thighs parted so he could press himself right up against Marcus’s back, replete cock and testicles mashed against Marcus’s ass, Thomas’s legs framing his hips and Marcus’s thighs, the soles of Thomas’s feet dangling just above the floor on either side. He threaded his arms under Marcus’s so he could put one around his chest, the other around his waist. Marcus’s breathing was evening out from their rough fucking, but there was a stillness to him as Thomas completed the full embrace, putting his chin on his Master’s shoulder, using his jaw to hold back some of that gorgeous dark hair, see his face fully.

      “You know, at first I wasn’t comfortable with positions like this. You nurturing, surrounding me.”

      “I know.”

      “It took me time and practice, and then one day, I wondered why I’d ever resisted it.” Marcus lifted a hand, closed it over Thomas’s on his chest, even as he continued to stare out the window. “I’m your Master, Thomas, but there’s a comfort and safe feeling to your love that I never realized I needed so much, not until you started exercising it with such marvelous consistency.”

      Thomas lifted his face, startled, but Marcus wasn’t done. He cocked his head, his gaze and tone sharpening. “I don’t ever want you to dismiss your needs, do you understand? I’ll do more than blister your ass if you do. This works because you don’t retreat an inch from who you want to be with me. You’ve been down that road, remember?” He glanced down meaningfully. “That ulcer is now under control. You do shit like that which sets it off, you and I are going to have a real problem.”

      Thomas swallowed, nodded. “But I…”

      Marcus tightened his fingers over Thomas’s. “The Christmas thing is no different from holding me like this. You need to keep pushing what you want. Telling me what you want. Telling me when I’m hurting you. I knew I was hurting you, which makes me ashamed of it, but it’s when you call me on it that I have to face it and deal with it.  My outside may be perfect, but the inside is a troll. You know that.”

      Thomas’s heart wrenched at the matter-of-fact comment. He shifted his other arm so they were both around Marcus’s chest and gave him a hard, admonishing squeeze. “No. I don’t. And I don’t want you to do that, either. You’re all perfect to me. Even when you’re a horse’s ass, you’re a perfect horse’s ass.”

      Marcus snorted, a half-chuckle. Another tender feeling speared Thomas’s middle as Marcus sighed, relaxed, let them stay in this position, bodies leaned into one another.

      “I’m sorry. I should have been helping you more with Christmas. It didn’t matter for so long, you know. Usually at Christmas I did the party rounds, business functions, friend stuff where nothing got too personal, and then I’d go home, go to sleep, get up to a new not-Christmas day and it didn’t matter. It matters this year, which reminds me of the few Christmases where it did matter, but it didn’t go so well.”

      “I know.” Thomas brushed Marcus’s throat with his mouth. Then his shoulder as Marcus’s chest expanded under his grip in another sigh. With their bodies pressed together like this, it felt like more than their flesh was bare. “I’ve tried not to push. I want to know anything you want to tell me. Actually, I really want to know all of it, because that seems to help you.”

      “Yeah, I know. Doesn’t mean it comes easy. Maybe later, pet. It’s just…” Marcus blew out a breath and rose, pulling out of Thomas’s hold. He found his shorts and slacks, pulled them on, hooked the slacks, zipped, though he stripped the belt so they stayed low on his hips, an irresistible look that usually caused Thomas’s senses to glaze over. Marcus pushed his hand through his thick hair, the strands waterfalling over his bare shoulder. “Did you get me a Christmas present? We said no buying presents this first year.”

      “I did not buy you a Christmas present,” Thomas said truthfully. Marcus gave him a narrow look, but there was something behind his expression, an almost desperate, hunted look that had Thomas wanting to rise and go to him, but Marcus changed the subject. He gestured out the bedroom door, in the direction of the living room. “It all looks great. You haven’t hung the garland on the porch yet, though.”

      “No.”

      “Well, let’s do that. Maybe you can tell me why you picked out some of the ornaments you did. I…” He cleared his throat. “I’ll be right back. You can get dressed.”

      He strode from the room. Thomas retrieved his clothes. As he pulled them on, moved into the living room, he saw through the windows Marcus had headed out the door to his car. He pulled out his computer and overnight bag, a gift bag from Macy’s, and came back onto the porch. Thomas listened to the comforting squeak of the screen, the sound of Marcus’s feet in the entrance hallway, the thump as Marcus dropped his luggage in the hallway. They were Thomas’s favorite combination of sounds when Marcus returned from a trip where Thomas couldn’t accompany him. That thought filled his heart as Marcus stepped back into the living room, and Thomas had to quell an entirely sentimental desire to go embrace Marcus again.

      Instead he watched Marcus gaze at the tree, absorbing the details for perhaps the very first time. He took his time with it, as Marcus did when examining any type of artistic arrangement. After a long moment, a light smile tugged his firm mouth, and that warm feeling grew. “It really is beautiful, Thomas. You did a great job with it. But there are a few branches bare.”

      Marcus pulled a box out of the Macy’s bag, extended it. “I didn’t know if they would go with what you’d done, but red goes with everything at Christmas, right? I liked them, and thought you would as well. It’s one of their guest glass designers who does special holiday collections. Oh, and I picked up a few additional things for your family.”

      So though they hadn’t bought gifts together, Marcus had still helped provide surprises for the family. “That’s great,” Thomas said. Despite his reaction to what was in the box, he kept his tone just as deliberately casual as Marcus was trying so hard to do. The box held four red glass ornaments, glass balls in various spherical and oblong shapes.

      “These are really nice,” Thomas said sincerely, his throat a little thick. Marcus had made an effort, even before anything was said about his heretofore lack of one. It could have been plastic balls from the Dollar Store for all Thomas cared. His Master was so rarely uncertain except in this area of their lives, so he had no idea how much Thomas treasured every step he made, trusting Thomas’s approval and love to care for him in those unknown rooms.

      Reaching out, he touched his Master’s face, then let the hand trail to his bare chest, resting his palm on Marcus’s chest. Thump. Thump. That steady beat that meant so much to him. “Hang them with me?”

      Marcus nodded, his expression neutral, but Thomas thought he was pleased with Thomas’s reaction to the ornaments.  “Let me get some hooks for them,” Thomas added.

      As he went to fish them out of the storage box he hadn’t yet put away, the mistletoe hanging up over the door caught his eye, reminding him. “Oh, I planted the idea in Daralyn’s head she should kiss Rory under the mistletoe.”

      “Did she faint?”

      “Nope. She blushed.” Thomas straightened, hooks in hand. “Based on the way the conversation went, it’s pretty clear you’re right about her. Not so much like me, though.”

      “No. And what she needs isn’t like me, either.” On more familiar ground now, Marcus slid his pockets in his slacks, watched Thomas put the box down on a chair and thread the hooks into the ornament eyelets.  “What she went through with her father and uncle, they pretty much trained her to be a sub from day one and, horrible as the circumstances were, that’s what she knows, her comfort zone. She can turn a curse into a blessing, because I’ve seen subs find their own strength and identity under a Dom’s command in a way they can't do it otherwise. Think Rory has some of me in him?”

      Thomas chuckled. “He’d faint at the thought. For her, I think it’s more homegrown, innate, if that makes sense. She’s not the kind of submissive that’s going to be going to a club. And definitely not the kind that likes…pain.”

      “Like you do and need at times,” Marcus supplied, giving him an intent, heated look. “The fact it still embarrasses you makes me want to apply it all the more often. How is that fine ass that belongs to me, by the way? Sore?”

      “You know it is,” Thomas managed with dignity. Despite the gleam in Marcus’s eye, he returned to the question at hand. “Before his accident, Rory was an alpha, no question. Captain of the varsity team in two sports, that kind of thing. His confidence in himself is growing to the point he could reclaim that part of who he is. But alpha isn’t necessarily a Dom. I don’t really get a Dom vibe off him, but that doesn’t mean it isn’t there. He’s my brother. You tend to block any sexual vibes from a sibling.”

      “Even in North Carolina?”

      Thomas bared his teeth at him and Marcus grinned. “Regardless, an alpha can enjoy exercising Dom tendencies under the right circumstances since there are a lot of overlapping traits,” he said. “As you said, this is less about restraints and spanking and more about giving her the safety that being under someone’s command can provide. Do you think he could do that?”

      “If the proper suggestions were planted. Which would be your area of expertise.”

      “Excuse me?” Marcus’s brows lifted.

      “I’m sure as hell not having that discussion with him. But beyond that, no matter how he acts around you, I think he respects you and senses… Well, don’t get all inflated beyond your usual enormous ego, but he responds to your natural authority on certain things.”

      “Enormous ego?”

      “Just stating the obvious.”

      Thomas held out one of the ornaments. Marcus took it, nodding when Thomas gestured to an empty branch as a suggestion. But he didn’t move. Glancing at his profile, Thomas noted his jaw had gotten a little tighter, and the look on his face said his focus had once again shifted to something deeper inside,  some paralyzing memory. Thomas closed his fingers over Marcus’s hand, pulling his attention from the past to the present. With his quiet encouragement, they hung the red ball on the tree together. The tree lights shone off the glass with pretty effect.

      “These are really nice.” Thomas offered another ornament to Marcus. Even pulled back to the present, Marcus looked like he usually did right before he’d excuse himself for a phone call or anything else. This time, though, Thomas could see Marcus’s awareness of it, his struggle not to let it take over.

      “What were you about to say, in the bedroom?” Thomas asked softly. “You said ‘I almost…but I couldn’t.…’.”

      Marcus glanced his way, looked back at the tree. Leaning forward almost stiffly, he hung one of the oblong shaped ornaments. Then stepped back and drew a breath. Jesus, this was really hard for him. It almost made Thomas feel guilty for pushing it, but then he remembered what Marcus had said. Marcus didn’t say what he didn’t mean and, beyond that, Thomas knew he was right. Marcus had shied away from Thomas’s nurturing at first, yet when push came to shove, in rare, key moments, he had an aching hunger for it. Like now maybe. So Thomas brushed a hand along Marcus’s back, delighted he hadn’t put on a shirt as he pressed against his side and offered the third ball. Hooking his finger in the waistband of his Master’s slacks, he stroked firm skin above it as he pointed to a higher branch. “That would be a good place for one.”

      “Yeah.” Marcus cleared his throat, stretched. When he did, Thomas dipped his head to put a kiss in the pocket of his throat. He slid his hand up high enough to tangle it in Marcus’s hair, tug his head back so he could suck lightly on the Adam’s apple, give it a nip. The clearly demanding gesture was a trigger that tripped the interested ripple through Marcus’s body. His arm coiled around Thomas’s back as he came down, his palm settling high on Thomas’s gloriously abused ass.

      “You looking for more attention, pet? Another reminder of who belongs to who?”

      “I think we both know the answer to that.” Thomas reached for the last ball, but he knew he wasn’t going to get away with that one. Marcus pulled him back and put one of those hot, sucking kisses on his mouth that had his fingers digging into Marcus’s bare shoulders, an oath slipping from his lips as Marcus nudged his head to the side impatiently, breaking the kiss to give Thomas’s throat a much sharper bite in return. His Master loved marking his skin. Once, in the throes of passion, he’d told Thomas it was his own personal canvas to decorate as he wished.

      Marcus drew back, giving him that heavy-lidded look that told Thomas he’d probably be on his hands and knees before long, but then he glanced past Thomas at the box, took a breath. “One more.”

      “Yeah.” Thomas cleared his throat, retrieved it, holding it by the hook. “How about there, right near the top?”

      Marcus followed his gaze up, but then his attention stopped, something different taking over his countenance. Thomas followed his gaze. They didn’t have a tree topper, so Thomas had grouped several ornaments beneath that pinnacle point to mask it. Though Thomas had picked out other ornaments, he’d been determined not to pick out the tree topper alone. Even if they had to wait twenty Christmases to be ready for it. Marcus didn’t say anything. “Want me to hang this last one?” Thomas ventured.

      “No. I can do it.” Tearing his eyes from the top of the tree, Marcus took the ball, moved in closer to the tree to reach up and hang it. But Thomas caught the hard tremor in his arm, fortunately in time to catch the ball when Marcus fumbled it from nerveless fingers.

      He stepped back from Thomas and the tree as if he’d been poleaxed, staring at the ornament in Thomas’s hand. “Fuck. I just… I can’t. Give me some space for a bit, all right?”

      Marcus pivoted and left the room, his shoulders tight, back muscles knotted. When he closed the door of the bedroom firmly after him, it was a clear message he was taking a few minutes alone. Thomas stood there, holding the red ball and hurting for him, but they’d gotten three out of four on the tree. Marcus had brought them home, and they’d had that talk…Thomas would hold onto the hope those things brought.

      They loved one another. That was all they needed to figure this out.
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      Thomas gave him about fifteen minutes, then brought his bags to the door. Knocking before he eased it open, he found Marcus sitting on the edge of the bed, scrolling through his texts and messages. “Julie’s flight is running on time,” he said, not looking up. “She says she’ll be on it if she doesn’t murder her family. If that happens, she’s relying on us to get her to a country which has no extradition.”

      “Good to know.” Thomas settled down next to him and proffered a straight candy cane he’d plucked from a jar on the kitchen counter. Marcus glanced at it. “What’s that for?”

      “I figured if you were going to have a stick up your ass, it might as well be festive.”

      Marcus’s lips quirked. Thomas bumped his shoulder with his, giving him a warm look. “Wiseass,” his Master muttered. But he took the candy, setting the phone aside. Reaching over him, Thomas snagged it, feeling the weight of Marcus’s regard as he pocketed it.

      “I’ll let you know if anything important comes through.”

      Marcus gave him a look, then pushed Thomas to his back on the bed. Leaning over him, he slid his fingers down Thomas’s chest, over the fastener of his jeans, curling his knuckles to give Thomas’s cock a firm stroke before those long fingers slid down into his pocket, fishing out the phone and teasing his testicles before they retreated. Thomas tightened his lips, holding back a protest, but when Marcus rose, he pushed up on his elbows, surprised to see Marcus move to his sock drawer and tuck the phone in between his carefully folded pairs of footwear.

      “Text Julie and tell her to use your phone if she needs anything. Gallery’s closed until New Year’s. I’ll check it once a day to make sure Mom or John hasn’t called, but it can stay there for now.”

      “Okay,” Thomas said. Marcus turned and gave him a look. Unwrapping the candy cane, he gave it an experimental lick, then pointed it at Thomas.

      “Don’t look smug or I will put the pointy end up your ass and break it off. Unpack my stuff.”

      “Since when did I become your maid?” But it was cheerful complaining. Thomas was happy to comply.
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      By the time they retrieved Julie from the airport one hour away, things were on an even keel. Thomas drove his Nova, Marcus not in the mood to drive. Plus the Nova was more comfortable for three than the sporty Maserati. The front bench seat allowed all three of them to ride up front, Julie between them. Her cheerful cynicism only enhanced the festive mood. “Oh God, Marcus, I should have caught that flight with you. I swear, I do it to myself every year. It’s the Stepford family Christmas.”

      “Damn. I watched the Walton Christmas special instead of that one. My loss.” Thomas dropped his hand from the wheel to squeeze her knee. “Are you saying all the Ramirezes aren’t as warm and fuzzy as you?”

      Julie snorted. “My mother was giving me dual-cheek air kisses when I was a toddler. Hugs are only appropriate when there’s a death in the family, and there’s a three-second hold rule on those. God, I know I was switched in the hospital. The Waltons brought home a prissy tight-ass demon baby and my parents got me. They’re leaving with my brother tomorrow for Europe. Their annual high-brow, ten-city tour for the twelve days after Christmas. They consider that a holiday tradition. Whatever. Not for me.”

      She drew her knees up so she could hook her bare feet on the seat edge, since she’d already dumped her shoes in the back. “I’m going to eat your mother’s awesome strawberry pie, go shopping with Celeste and Daralyn in the closest Podunk town that has a mall with tacky Christmas decorations, and have an absolutely awesome time. Sometimes New York can be just so…New York. Way too full of itself. I’ll come back to do the Times Square thing like any proper New Yorker, but for this week, I’m going to tease up my hair, chew on a straw and wear short shorts while looking for big, strapping farm boys.”

      “Thanks for not stereotyping us Southerners,” Thomas said dryly. “Bitch.”

      “Takes one to know one.”

      Thomas chuckled. “God help the high school guys working for Rory as seasonal help. Every one of them is big and strapping.”

      “Ooh, thanks for the tip. Reduces my search time.”

      “I’d pass on the shorts,” Marcus advised. “It’s not North cold, but your cute ass will turn blue.”

      “Fine. I’ll settle for a snug Christmas sweater that shows my big breasts, which can be perky with the right bra. I can do the cougar thing and teach those boys how to make some teenage girls really happy.”

      Thomas rolled his eyes but he couldn’t help but throw her a fond look. “We’re really glad you joined us. You know, you don’t have to go over to Mom’s tomorrow night.”

      “Nope. I’m not horning in on your first Christmas morning waking up as a married couple. We’ll see you later that day. Your mom said you’re coming over to cook an enormous turkey while she, Celeste and Daralyn whip up an orgy of carbs.”

      “I’m pretty sure she didn’t use those words.”

      “Something like that.” Grabbing Thomas’s hand and seizing one of Marcus’s, Julie squeezed them on her lap. “You guys look so happy with one another. The way the universe should be. One look between you two is a whole conversation. If I wasn’t so happy for you both, I’d cut you up with a chain saw.”

      “Based on that comment, our offer to let you sleep over tonight might be rescinded,” Marcus said. “What happened to your promising date with the online guy? Sounded like you were really compatible.”

      “Yeah, we were both apples. Only his apple already had worms. I really should know better. I’m just going to sign up for one of those Friends with Benefits sites so I can have the occasional dinner and sex night and throw myself into the theater the rest of the time. There’s always man candy coming through there anyway. Unfortunately, they’re so used to being ogled, they don’t know what foreplay is. They think they can just flash their manly goodies to get a woman wet.”

      “Well,” Marcus began. Julie flicked his ear.

      “Except for you, that doesn’t really happen. And that’s just one of God’s cruel tricks. ‘Hey, look at the world’s most gorgeous guy. He’s hung like a horse and was built to fuck but, oh, sorry girls, he’s gay!’ Not even bi, not even bi-curious, not even able to close his eyes and pretend, just to give a girl a break.”

      “You really need to let that go.”

      “Nope. I hold a grudge.” She scooted into his lap, winning a grumbling complaint from Marcus about not squashing the horse’s tender equipment, but she ignored him and propped her feet on Thomas’s thigh as she crooked her arm around Marcus’s shoulder. “Okay, so tell me about this new show you and J. Martin are planning.” She glanced at Marcus. “Did Thomas pee himself when you told him?”

      Marcus laughed outright and Thomas sent them both a narrow look. “No, I did not,” he said.

      “He did squeal like a girl. A bit.”

      “It’s a long walk to the house. Nobody will pick up two Yankee city slickers.”

      Julie chuckled. “Not true. I’ve heard all about Southern hospitality. They might make us ride in the back of the truck with the pigs, but they’ll still give us a lift. Hey, is there going to be time for a nap before dinner? I’m a bit jet lagged and would love to recharge.”

      “Absolutely. In fact, Marcus should probably do the same. He’s fading around the edges.”

      “How can you tell that?” Julie stared in Marcus’s face at three-inch range, earning a glinting gaze. “He always looks in mint condition to the rest of us.”

      “As it should be,” Marcus said.

      Marcus had his arm around Julie, holding her securely, but he extended his other hand, no matter that she could see the gesture. Thomas took it, squeezing and was then amazed when Marcus left their hands linked, resting on Julie’s knee. Yeah, all was good for now. Things were out in the open and just needed time to balance.

      Julie yawned and dropped her head on Marcus’s shoulder. “You know, if you paid me a stipend, I’d leave New York behind and become your live-in service sub. You could both repay me with the occasional orgasm. Or maybe a daily orgasm. Fair’s fair. I’d even iron Marcus’s endless supply of shirts.”

      “Where did you learn that term?” Thomas shot her a glance. He saw Marcus’s eyes sharpen, reflecting his own concern.

      “Well, that night you guys…you know, the thing you did for my birthday.  It’s gotten me thinking a lot since then. I’ve visited some sites, talked to some Doms. I’m intrigued. Don’t know if I roll that way, but you know, I’m flexible, and it seems some people do it to keep things lively, not necessarily because they’re dyed in the wool like you two.”

      “If you explore deeper than that, you keep us in the loop.” Marcus tugged her brown hair, pulling her head back to give her a look Thomas recognized well enough to make his toes curl in his thick tread work shoes. “You don’t go investigating that world by yourself, Julie.”

      “I’m not going to be taking any weird risks…”

      “Julie.”

      “Fine, fine.” She blew out a breath, looked at Thomas. “Okay, so there are some guys who can give you the instant-panty-flood with just a look. Wow.”

      He knew just what she meant.

      Once back at the house, he checked on the thawing Christmas Day turkey and took some time to lay out what he’d need to prepare the Christmas Eve dinner, adding some to-dos to his prep list. While he did that, Marcus took Julie for a sunset tour of their place, the back fields, Thomas’s studio, Marcus’s office. Though he had an office area in the house, Marcus had another one in the studio barn so wherever Thomas was, Marcus could be if he so desired. Marcus had insisted, and that insistence had pleased Thomas ridiculously. God, he was so over the moon over the bastard. He’d never thought of two guys having a honeymoon period, but he guessed that was exactly what they had going. Which probably justified Julie’s reaction about the chainsaw. He grinned.

      Marcus and Julie came back to the porch eventually. Despite the cool temperatures, Thomas had left the door open so he could hear the rise and fall of their voices through the screen door. He checked on them a couple times, bringing both a glass of shiraz and engaging in some relaxing conversation before returning to the inside to finish cleaning up the things that he’d had out to decorate. Marcus and Julie both offered to help, but he told them to take their ease, letting Marcus entertain their guest while he caught up with the things Marcus’s arrival had pleasantly put off track.

      By the time he finished, he realized it had gotten quiet. Thinking they might have left the porch once again, but not recalling the telltale creak of the boards, he moved to the screen door. A smile crossed his features.

      They’d both dozed off. Julie was stretched out on the swing, her head on Marcus’s thigh, his arm lying loosely over her waist. He had his other hand hooked in the swing’s chain, his head resting against it. Even in a doze, Marcus kept them in motion, the unconscious movement of the ball of his foot against the board rocking the swing like a cradle.

      Crossing his arms over his chest, Thomas leaned against the doorframe and indulged one of his private pleasures—watching Marcus sleep. The unguarded look of that princely face roused protective, loving feelings in Thomas. Before they’d committed to one another permanently, Marcus had often chosen to sleep alone, and Thomas had suspected it was because Marcus didn’t sleep well. But since they’d married, Marcus’s sleep had become deeper and more peaceful than Thomas had ever seen it. One precious night, their bare bodies twined together in a damp, intimate aftermath, Marcus had spoken in the darkness, his voice slurred as he tipped on the edge of dreamland. He’d told Thomas he slept better with him because, with Thomas, he felt like he was home.

      Thomas held the words buried in his heart like the treasure he knew they were.

      As if he felt his regard, Marcus’s eyes opened then, mere slits. Thomas held his gaze, letting him see everything he felt. Marcus’s expression flickered, then he lifted a finger from the grasp he had on the chain, the slight movement clear as if he issued the command aloud. Come here.

      Thomas slid out the door and crossed the porch, avoiding the creaking boards. When he reached Marcus, his Master reached up, curled his fingers in the neck of Thomas’s shirt. Slipped several buttons with deft efficiency and slid his fingers inside, stroking flesh. Thomas bit back a sound as those fingers moved over his left nipple, teased, pinched. Then Marcus had hold of the fabric and was pulling him down to meet his mouth in a heated, promising kiss. Tongue stroking Thomas’s, fingers sliding up to the side of his throat, his jaw, caressing, while Julie slept below them. Marcus moved his lips across Thomas’s cheekbone, taking a firmer hold on his nape as he spoke in his ear.

      “If you stand there looking at me like that, pet, we’re going to be sending Julie over to your mother’s a lot earlier.”

      Thomas drew back enough to meet his gaze. “If we put Julie in the guest bedroom, you might have time to take care of some things before she wakes up. You’re pretty efficient.”

      “And my sub is very obedient when properly motivated. Take her there and meet me in our room.”

      Thomas scooped Julie off the swing, Marcus sliding an arm up under her to help support the move. It woke her enough she made a pleased noise and nestled further against Thomas as he carried her through the door and to the guestroom. Despite his preferences, she was a pleasant, voluptuous armful of curves. The straight male population were a bunch of morons for not appreciating the gift she was. He slid off her shoes, unpinned her thick, curly hair from its barrette, sitting it beside the night table as she rooted down beneath the covers, disappearing like a caterpillar in a cocoon. He grinned when the jeans she was wearing emerged from beneath and fell to the floor, followed by the lacy red bra she’d been wearing under her designer T-shirt.

      “Does it match the panties?” he asked. In response, he was flashed a quick view as she lifted the covers, showing the bright red color, complete with tiny reindeer patterned across the silk. Then the covers came back down like the thump of snow falling off the eaves.

      “Christmasy,” she muttered. “Sleepy. Go away. Unless you want to come under and give me good dreams. Marcus wouldn’t mind. Doesn’t really count, right?”

      He snorted and pressed a kiss to the crown of her head just visible above the covers, giving the general vicinity of her hip a pat before he picked up the jeans and bra, folding them neatly and placing them on the rocker. When he straightened, he saw Marcus standing in the doorway, watching him. A meaningful tilt of his head, and he’d disappeared down the hallway.

      Thomas followed, closing Julie’s door behind him. Marcus had stopped at their bedroom door and was watching him come his way. Thomas wasn’t above being a tease, so as he came down the hall, he finished the job Marcus had started, unbuttoning his shirt all the way, shrugging it off his shoulders, reveling in the way his Master’s gaze intensified. When he was within arm’s reach, he wasn’t at all surprised to be pulled close with an impatient hand. Thomas bit down on a noise as Marcus palmed him through his jeans, massaging his erection, even as he clamped the other hand in a bruising hold of Thomas’s tender ass, holding him in place.

      “You stand still as a statue, pet,” Marcus said. “Does it count?”

      Marcus could give a hand job over clothes better than a lot of men could flesh to flesh, and Thomas found himself struggling not to thrust hard into his hand. As well as to figure out what he was talking about, then he remembered Julie’s comment. Marcus moved his other hand to Thomas’s throat, wrapped it there to hold him still as he kept working his cock. He squeezed enough Thomas felt his breath catch beneath the grip. “You better answer me.”

      “Hell yes, it counts. I’m only yours, Master.”

      “That’s right. I’d beat her backside black and blue, but I think that’s what she’s angling for.”

      They both knew Julie meant it as a joke, nothing serious, just the usual harmless flirting, but Thomas was more than willing to roll with Marcus’s reaction. He stepped back abruptly, jerked his head, telling Thomas he wanted him in the bedroom.

      He moved into their own haven from the whole world, a king-sized bed with a pile of pillows and linens in brown and cream tones, masculine and earthy at once, the mahogany frame and color schemes a mesh of who they both were.

      “On your knees, there.” Marcus pointed next to the bed. “All clothes off.”

      Thomas complied, the quiver back in the limbs. Would that feeling that swept him whenever Marcus took control ever fade? Each time it only got sharper, cut deeper, as if the exercise of it was a sensual whetting stone. Marcus unbuckled his slim belt, unfastened and unzipped the designer jeans he’d donned to go pick up Julie. Reaching into the straining hold of his dark boxers, he stretched out a fully erect cock, almost at Thomas’s eye level. Thomas licked his lips. Reaching into the night table, Marcus handed him the lube.

      “Get me ready to fuck you.”

      An order straight from heaven, God forgive him if it was blasphemy. Thomas rubbed the lubricant over Marcus’s shaft, taking time to pump up and down slow. Marcus closed his eyes, dropping his head back to his shoulders, obviously taking full pleasure in Thomas’s touch, but in a few moments, he touched his head, stopping him. “Bend over the bed. If you want to keep that comforter from the dry cleaner, you better put on a condom.”

      They kept a liberal handful of them in the night stand, just for that kind of reason. Thomas had no doubts of Marcus’s faithfulness. Not anymore. And there’d never been a reason to doubt his own. What he’d said at the door, applied to man, woman—fuck, even to his own hand. His body and all its responses belonged to his Master. Even so, it still thrilled Thomas, these odd moments of fierce possessiveness that a comment like Julie’s could unexpectedly provoke in his Master. With that intuition that had only seemed to grow as he spent more time with Marcus, he suspected there was a connection there with Marcus’s earlier discomfiture, but now was not the time to explore that. God, no.

      As soon as Thomas was sheathed and bent over the bed, Marcus’s hand was on the back of his neck, pushing him down to his elbows, and he was guiding his cock into Thomas’s ass. Marcus could be gentle, merciless, teasing, firm, and all the points in between. Now he slammed home, balls deep.

      Thomas grunted, fingers clutching the covers. His balls drew up, cock stiffening at the demanding treatment, making it all the more exciting. He knew Marcus would ask, but he would say it first.

      “I’m yours, Master.”

      “Yeah, you are. Every fucking inch.” Another thrust, followed by a slick, incredibly erotic withdrawal that made all of Thomas’s nerve endings cry for more. Then re-entry, that push of Marcus’s broad head through the rings of muscle, teasing Thomas even further. “God…”

      Marcus leaned over him then, pushing him flat, his body on top of his, and began to piston his hips, hard and fast, so deep it was like Marcus was plowing earth. Thomas braced his legs, his elbows, felt his Master’s breath on his neck, then his teeth as Marcus bit. His neck, his shoulder… He wanted Thomas to see the teeth marks for the next few days. Thomas groaned. “Master, I need to come. Please come for me first.”

      Marcus didn’t respond, at least not in words. Instead he coiled both arms around Thomas’s chest, using the strength of his upper body and the brace of his feet between Thomas’s spread ones to hold them as he kept fucking Thomas with deep, long strokes, pressing Thomas’s knees even further into the side of the bed.

      “Master.”

      “No. You’ll come for me first. Let me hear you.”

      Marcus left him no other choice. Thomas gave him that guttural symphony of pleasure, groaning and snarling through the spurting of his cock, groaning anew as Marcus let go with a hot shot of seed into Thomas’s ass. “God…” Thomas managed. “God…Master.”

      Sometimes he suspected he interchanged the two in his mind, though he’d never be sharing that shocking thought with his mother or Marcus. It made a faint smile curve his lips, but as he put both his hands over Marcus’s on his chest, felt the quiver in his Master’s fingers, he knew arrogance didn’t make a man invincible. “Jesus, that felt good.”

      “Yeah, it did. Your ass is the place I always want to be.”

      They were both cognizant of their guest, and how it was past dinnertime for all of them, so Marcus didn’t linger as long as either of them might wish. However, he straightened and pulled out with slow reluctance, dropping a kiss between Thomas’s shoulder blades before giving his ass a smart swat. “Now tell me what the hell is under the tree with Julie’s gifts.”

      Fuck. The man missed nothing. He was like an eagle. Even so, Thomas hedged for time with an innocent “What?”

      But as he twisted to his hip, one foot still on the floor, the other knee pressed to the top edge of the mattress, he was treated to the heated trail of his Master’s gaze over his bare flank and realized what an unconsciously provocative pose he’d made. He held it until Marcus had looked his fill, giving him an approving nod before gesturing him to his feet. “Fucking tease. You make me want to do that to you all over again.”

      Thomas would have been happy to accommodate that. He moved to strip off his condom, but Marcus shook his head, moved in and did it, wrapping it up in tissue and tossing it in the trash. Then he fished the wipes they kept in the side drawer and cleaned Thomas, before doing the same to himself. Thomas watched, wanting to do it, but Marcus shook his head, leaning in to brush his lips over Thomas’s as he tossed the wipes and tucked himself back into the boxers.

      “Put on your clothes and go get it.”

      How he could keep so focused on one thing while he shattered Thomas’s brain into fragments was both a curse and a blessing. “It’s not Christmas yet,” Thomas teased him, trying to delay the inevitable. He’d planned to give Marcus the gift after the family event tomorrow, when everyone, including Julie, went back to his mother’s house. He never should have brought it out where Marcus could see it.

      Marcus gave him a look. As his Master fastened his own jeans, Thomas eased right up against him before he could zip them up, closing his hand over that tab. He eased it with care up over the sizeable package beneath, molding his palm over Marcus and earning a dangerous look.

      “Getting pushy, pet?”

      “Just needed to touch you. God, I want to touch you all the time.”

      Marcus wasn’t in the mood to change the subject. “We said no Christmas gifts.”

      “We said no bought Christmas gifts. I made it for you.”

      A shadow cut through Marcus’s eyes, an echo of what Thomas had seen when they’d tried to hang the ornaments. But he merely inclined his head.  “Bring it in here.”

      Stepping back, Marcus buckled his belt. A belt that had strapped Thomas’s ass more than once in this very room. The reminder made him shudder, and of course Marcus saw it, his hand lingering on the silver buckle in pleasurable promise it wouldn’t be the last time. Maybe right now if he didn’t get moving.

      Thomas’s lips twisted wryly at that. Punishment was a pleasure-sex thing between them, not a motivating threat, but he wouldn’t put past Marcus to give it a try if pushed. He pulled himself back into his own clothes, shrugging back into his shirt as he left the room. His skin was still vibrating, his cock still half-mast. It never seemed to settle down around Marcus, and the more demanding he was, like this, the worse it got.

      He was sure Marcus knew it, normally. But he wasn’t sure of Marcus’s mood now. Another reason he wasn’t certain it was a good idea to give him his gift right now. It meant too much and he didn’t want to spoil the work that had gone into it, taint the significance.

      No, he couldn’t be that way about it. He had to forge ahead, no matter the mood. They’d both made that decision earlier and he’d honor that, stick with it.

      He brought the wrapped rectangular package—obviously a painting—back into the room and shut the door. Of course it hadn’t blended with Julie’s cheerful red and green wrapped boxes. He’d wrapped it in a silver paper with a froth of snowflake-patterned silver curly ribbon on it. Marcus, sitting in a cushioned occasional chair, gave it a bemused look impossible to decipher.

      Thomas bit back a hundred nervous comments. “Do you want to open it, or do you want me to do it?”

      He wasn’t sure what he’d do if Marcus didn’t even want to touch it, but in answer, his Master reached out, took it from his hands. Thomas propped his butt on the edge of the bed, six feet separating them. As Marcus loosened the paper, pulled it away, his eyes trained on what he’d revealed, Thomas shifted.

      Long ago, Thomas had created his one and only self-portrait, the result of a challenge between him and Marcus. I see you standing against a fence, farm boy. Leaning there like you’ve just finished a day of plowing. You’re sweaty, streaked with dirt and you’ve taken off your shirt…you’re wearing those working jeans that have no style, but they’re riding low on your hips. Because you’re leaning against the fence, they’re straining over that fine ass you’ve got…the sunlight is just barely touching you, outlining your body. I can see the hint of sweat on your shoulders… He’s just a farm boy taking a break after a hard day, never realizing how breathtaking he is in that one perfect moment. Everything about him is in that picture.

      Kate, the cow he’d raised from a calf, was in the background of that painting, because that was part of the challenge, Marcus claiming he’d never be able to sell a picture with a cow in it. But when Thomas finished it, Marcus had put it up at auction as he’d promised. In the end, Marcus had entered into a bidding war to retain it for himself. He’d mounted it on the wall of his gallery, directly across from his desk. Which was where it had remained until one volatile day, when Marcus thought Thomas was leaving him forever. In a fit of rage and despair, Marcus had destroyed it.

      What Marcus held in his hands was that painting, recreated with some important additions. Now Kate had company, a brindle, long-haired billy goat almost as tall as she was, the type of goat who had confronted Marcus in the Berkshires, a much more fond memory. Thomas was still leaning over the fence, only the right hand he had braced on the fence was covering the hand of someone standing just outside the picture, only the viewer could see enough of the elegant, long-fingered male hand to see the silver wedding band on it. A wedding band with a lightning bolt design that matched the gold one on Thomas’s hand, gripping the railing on his other side.

      He’d done it to further heal the wounds and underscore the bond between them, the potential loss of which had caused Marcus to destroy the first one. Thomas knew he shouldn’t say anything. Marcus was very specific about how he preferred his first impressions. No input, no noise at all. Particularly no self-conscious verbal wrigglings from the artist—Marcus’s exact words of course—but this wasn’t really something for him to market in his gallery, was it?

      “It’s a little sentimental, I know, the changes I made, but I followed my heart on it.”

      Straightening, Thomas slid behind Marcus’s chair. As he looked over his shoulder, he tried to figure out what was going through Marcus’s mind. Did he love it? Hate it? Think it was way too schmaltzy? It had all the signature layering and erotic tone of most of Thomas’s paintings, but the art world was anything but sentimental. He hadn’t made it for sale, though. He’d made it for his Master. A Christmas gift for his husband.

      Marcus set it aside, rose. As he turned toward the door, the look on his face was so stark and exposed, Thomas stepped into his path, intercepting him. “Marcus.”

      Marcus laid his hands on Thomas’s shoulders, gripped hard. He nodded, his lips tight. “Thank you, pet. It’s everything a Christmas present should be.”

      Then he left Thomas standing there, wondering what the hell that had meant.

      He would have chased him down to pursue it, but Marcus in certain moods was best left alone. Especially when they had a visitor in the house. So though Thomas was aching to offer help, comfort, anything, he waited, listening to Marcus cross the boards, go out the front door. A few minutes later, through the bedroom window, Thomas saw him shrugging into his overcoat and heading out over the back fields, a flat expanse Marcus sometimes preferred to stroll alone when he was in one of his solitary moods. Which was obviously what he was in now, because he was shaking out a cigarette and lighting it, something he only did in a state of deep agitation.

      “Damn it,” Thomas muttered.
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      By the time Marcus returned, Julie was awake. Thomas studied him closely as Julie chatted with them both, unaware of the problem. Marcus put a hand low on his back, leaned forward to see what was cooking for dinner. It was some venison stew and mashed potatoes Thomas’s mother had sent over. Julie had whipped up a salad and Thomas had a cobbler baking in the oven for dessert. Marcus gave Thomas a direct look, a nod. Then he pressed his lips to Thomas’s, a quick brush, and withdrew to pull out some wine, asking Julie her preference.

      “Where’d you go?” Julie asked.

      “I was making sure Thomas wasn’t hiding a goat on the property,” Marcus replied. When he gave Thomas an arch look, Thomas shook his head.

      “Now you’ve spoiled the surprise. Don’t you know Celeste and Rory are hiding him for me?”

      “If that’s the case, goat stew is going to be a Christmas Day special.”

      “You really have to get over that phobia.”

      “Marcus is afraid of goats?” Julie jumped onto that with both feet, which of course set off a whole other wave of teasing. Smiling ruefully at both of them, Thomas decided Christmas was going to be a little bit like a boat ride—some waters more choppy than others.

      However, at least for the rest of the night, they seemed to be hitting perfect seas, since dinner ended up being a relaxed, entertaining affair, after which Julie proposed a sappy Christmas movie marathon. When Thomas went to their room to change into pajama bottoms, he found the picture propped carefully up on the chair for display.

      Would Marcus hang it at the gallery, as he had the last one? He already had a photo of Thomas on his entryway desk there, a shot taken at their wedding. The two of them were laughing at something, Marcus’s head tilted toward Thomas, that light smile on his lips, the look in his eyes the one that always made Thomas’s heart tip. Thomas had his hand on Marcus’s arm, a casual but unmistakably intimate contact. It had meant a lot to Thomas to find out Marcus kept the picture at work, where anyone coming in saw it. Just as it would mean a lot, knowing he’d hang the picture there again.

      It still felt like there were things not being said, but remembering that photo said time was on his side.

      Watching Christmas movies well into the late hours, they all sacked out on the sectional sofa. When they woke the next morning, the day was too tightly scheduled to catch time alone. They ate breakfast and then Julie helped Thomas wrap some more gifts, Marcus and he taking turns on the cooking. A couple quick runs to the grocery store became necessary for ingredients Marcus insisted they were missing.

      Then there were the spontaneous drop-ins by several of the neighbors, bringing Christmas cookies and good wishes, interspersed with at least three phone calls from Celeste, checking on the evening’s arrangements. In short, the usual holiday chaos Thomas was accustomed to experiencing, and which seemed to alternatively bemuse and amuse Marcus. After Betsy Dorsey and her ancient mother brought by their famous seven-layer salad, Julie pronounced it was official; she’d stepped into the Walton family Christmas.

      Splitting the difference between her preference and Thomas’s, Daralyn came at three. Marcus and she worked together on the lighter fare yet appetizing dinner menu Marcus and Thomas had planned. Julie continuously replenished their wine glasses and provided the entertainment, keeping them laughing and engaging, so that even Daralyn was openly laughing after awhile.

      As they closed in toward evening, Marcus and Julie disappeared to get dressed, then they came to relieve Thomas and Daralyn so they could do the same. Marcus wore a green dress shirt open at the throat and loose over black jeans, his hair brushed and gleaming on his shoulders. Thomas did his best not to ogle, but it was hard. Julie made no pretense of it, teasing Marcus in her usual blatant way, whereas every time Daralyn looked his way, she forgot what she was doing.

      “We’ll take over here. Go get beautiful, pet.” Marcus sidled over and nudged Daralyn with a smile that had her blushing four colors of rose. “And Thomas should go get ready, too.”

      Thomas rolled his eyes. “You just can’t help yourself.”

      “No, he can’t. He loves to fluster and frustrate us,” Julie said. “It’s his sadistic side. Be sure and spit in his food tonight.” Their guest directed that toward Daralyn. Julie was decked out in a little black dress that highlighted her lush curves. She’d made it seasonal with a glittering gold, red and green poinsettia-design pin that matched her tiny stud emerald earrings. Her abundance of hair was piled on her head and pinned with glittering red barrette. For all her Bohemian ways, Julie kept her Upper East Side roots polished, since that was the source of many of her donors for her community theater. She had hung her strappy black heels on a chair tip, however, and was wandering the kitchen in bare feet.

      “C’mon, Daralyn,” the woman said cheerfully. “I’ll help you get dressed since everyone knows I’m useless in the kitchen.”

      Thomas blessed Julie’s kindness, for they’d already clued her in on Daralyn’s nervousness about the party during their movie marathon last night, and neither he nor Marcus could help the girl get dressed, of course. It also gave Thomas a moment alone with Marcus. Happily, his Master was already anticipating him. As soon as the two women left the kitchen, Marcus pulled him closer to make his pulse jump as he ran a proprietary hand down his back, over his ass to squeeze him through denim, then gave him a nice lingering kiss. “Go get ready for your family, pet. That’s an order.”

      In a light-hearted moment like this, he’d normally shoot off his mouth about Marcus trying to be so high-handed and lord of the manor, but something held him back. As Thomas moved to the door, he stopped and gave his spouse a considering look. Marcus glanced up at him. Setting aside the spoon he’d been using to test the gravy, Marcus moved back to the doorway with that unconscious masculine grace that always put Thomas in the mood to paint. Marcus touched his mouth with his thumb, swept it over Thomas’s chin. Thomas reached out, ran his knuckles down the open neck of Marcus’s shirt, hooking there.

      “You okay?” No bullshit, no coaxing, just eye-to-eye, here-I-am, the-guy-who-loves-you. Marcus pressed his lips together, green eyes darkening like deep pond water.

      “Yeah, pet. We’re good. Leave it for now.” He put his hand over Thomas’s where it was propped on the frame, and squeezed. “I’m where I want to be, with who I want to be with. And I’m glad he wants to put up with me.”

      “Who said that? You’re a pain in the ass.” But Thomas leaned forward, kissed him back. “Okay.”

      However, as he turned away and headed for the bedroom, he wondered if he was going to have the opportunity to help the complex man he’d married have as good a Christmas as he deserved.
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      There was a flurry of hugs and removal of coats as Thomas’s family arrived for dinner, an unloading of a vast amount of gifts large and small, in all types and colors of wrapping. Thomas watched, filled with quiet pleasure as Marcus took his mother’s coat and Elaine pulled him down the distance needed to her far shorter form for a hug. She gave him a motherly pat on the back. “Did you call your mother today, Marcus?”

      “I spoke to her and John earlier in the week, and I’ll call to wish them a merry Christmas tomorrow. Thomas and I are likely going up there for New Year’s.”

      “He told me.” Elaine gave him an approving look. “I’ll be sure to send some of my canned potato soup along with you, because I promised Connie I’d share the recipe with her.”

      Which meant they’d have to figure out a way to get a half-dozen glass jars of potato soup safely from here to Iowa on a commercial plane. Thomas hid a smile at the subtle look Marcus shot him, registering the dilemma. Marcus and his mother were still quite capable of butting heads and had had the odd argument or two, but now it was mostly about politics or how they should decorate the living room, not whether or not Thomas and Marcus belonged together. Sometimes their ways of expressing their viewpoints were so similar, it couldn’t help but make Thomas’s siblings snicker behind their hands, especially Rory, who still insisted Thomas had married his mother.

      She and Celeste had brought desserts to supplement what they already had, so as Thomas took those and ferried them into the kitchen, he realized Daralyn had not yet made an appearance. Putting them down on the stove, he went looking for her. He found her in the cellar pantry behind the kitchen, organizing soup cans.

      “Daralyn, what are you doing?” He stepped into the small space as she turned, taking the can away from her to put it on the shelf before he closed his hand over hers. Her fingers were trembling, cold.  And sure enough, she was pale, not flushed. Eyes too wide and bright, like a trapped wild animal. “Hey, it’s okay.”

      “I…this may have been a mistake. I don’t like being the center of attention. This is so different.” She looked down at herself, clad in a green dress of velvet and gauze with a gold waist sash that brought out the hazel in her eyes. Her hair was loose and waving on her shoulders, probably the first time he’d ever seen it unbound. Celeste had loaned her the gold necklace with a delicate small cross their father had given her on her sixteenth birthday, a perfect accent for Christmas Eve night. She didn’t have pierced ears.

      The dress highlighted the beauty of her figure, but Celeste had helped Daralyn choose well. It was clear that Daralyn was a lovely young woman, capable of stirring sexual feeling in any man with a pulse, but the scoop neckline that showed a hint of her pretty breasts and the hemline right above her knees was age appropriate, not over-the-top sexy, something that would have really spooked her. Just dressing with the deliberate intent to be attractive was apparently enough to do that.

      There were times prison was not enough punishment. When he received the full details of her history, Marcus had said it bluntly. If there was such a place, he hoped her father and uncle went straight from prison into the bowels of hell and roasted their fucking nuts off for all eternity. Thomas agreed with him.

      He pushed that back for now.  As if he had all the time in the world—and for this he did—Thomas eased a hip onto the step ladder they kept in here, drew her in between his knees and chafed both her hands between his. “How do you think you’ll feel if Rory sees you and his jaw drops to his knees?”

      “He won’t, but if he did…that might be nice.”

      “You’re going to be fine. Everyone in that room loves you. We’re your family, the real one, the one that treats you the way you should be treated. You understand that, right?”

      Daralyn nodded. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I know I’m being rude.”

      “You wouldn’t know how to be rude if you tried. You also don’t know how excited Celeste is to see you in that dress. You don’t want to disappoint her, right?”

      Daralyn shook her head. But she still wasn’t budging.

      “Daralyn.”

      Thomas lifted his head, saw Marcus in the doorway. Earlier, he’d flirted with Daralyn, made her smile and blush. Now he gave her an even look that, while kind, was firm and not flirtatious at all. “Our guests are waiting. Come out and see your family.”

      Marcus’s expression was a different version of the look Julie had claimed could make her instantly wet. Not sexual this time, not exactly, but a look that tested the waters that they had discussed earlier. To good effect. As Thomas watched Daralyn closely, he saw a tiny click happen inside her mind, almost as if a platform had been placed right before her, a small square of stability in a tumultuous storm of uncertainty. She straightened, her eyes darting around as she processed her unexpected reaction. Marcus extended his hand. Not another word, because he’d made his intentions clear and, in this mode, Marcus didn’t repeat himself. Daralyn put her hand in his larger one and he steadied her up the two steps out of the pantry, guided her past him. “There you go,” he said.

      Then Thomas heard his mother and Celeste enter the kitchen. “Oh, Daralyn. How beautiful you look.” His mother’s exclamation was followed by Celeste’s delighted reinforcement. Daralyn disappeared, Marcus’s hand sliding away from her lower back as she was drawn deeper into the kitchen. A moment later, Thomas heard her tentative reply to the compliments, shy pleasure in her voice.

      He met Marcus’s gaze. Marcus gave him a nod, a confirmation. “I’ll talk to Rory after Christmas,” he said, low. “If it’s clear that he feels for her the way we’re all pretty sure he does.”

      “Yeah.” Thomas swallowed and rose. Marcus started to move away, but when Thomas lifted his hand, he stopped, arched a brow. Waited.

      Cognizant of his family on the other side of that wall, Thomas nevertheless came to the bottom step with the request clear in his expression, the sudden tautness of all his muscles. Reading his desire, Marcus moved down a step, but it still gave him a significant height advantage. Thomas didn’t care. He reached up, gripping Marcus’s shoulder and drew him down, his lips already parted to coax the hot kiss out of Marcus he needed like blood running through his veins. His Master. His gorgeous, broken, amazing, indomitable Master who could make him hungry for the touch of his hands,  his mouth, his cock, with nothing more than a quiet exercise of that part of him that could drive Thomas to his knees in a heartbeat.

      And Marcus proved it now by taking over, banding an arm around Thomas’s shoulders to hold him hard against his chest, deepen the kiss, make it sizzling, a demand for surrender. Thomas had to quell a desire to simply moan into his mouth, convey every bit of his desires, feelings, need, that were just overflowing heart, soul, mind and cock when it came to Marcus.

      Marcus broke the kiss at last, lifting his head and staring down into Thomas’s eyes. He let his thumb rub over Thomas’s moist lips. “You’re going to embarrass yourself, pet. At least I thought to wear a shirt with the tails out. You better stay in here a moment or two.”

      He left him there, but with a molten look that said there would be a follow-up to that kiss later.

      As Julie said—they could have whole conversations without words.
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      Dinner and gifts, laughter and love. As if the gods themselves were having as much fun, at one point, trying to clean up discarded wrapping paper, Daralyn tripped while backing up. Fortunately, the arm of Rory’s wheelchair was there to tumble right over, into his lap. He caught her, giving her a secure landing pad. Though Rory’s legs couldn’t support him, he was strong as an ox from the waist up. In fact, since he’d taken over more of the duties of managing the store, he’d increased the muscle definition he’d had even before the accident, and age was starting to broaden and thicken his shoulders.

      As she started to scramble up, all flustered apologies, he put a finger to his lips, a mute suggestion to silence. It startled her enough that she went quiet. His lips curving faintly, Rory lifted that finger, pointed up. Following the direction, she saw the mistletoe ornament. Thomas had strategically hung it in the open section of the room he knew would be Rory’s most likely spot to park himself.

      Rory bent closer, murmured something in Daralyn’s ear. Her quivering hand fell on his biceps, fingers curving into his twill shirt sleeve as his arm stayed quite naturally curved around her waist, palm against her back. When he lifted his head, his lips brushed a loose strand of hair curved around her heart-shaped face. Daralyn stared at him, then nodded. His brown eyes warmed and then he closed the distance between them to put a kiss on her mouth that, while light, lingered as she seemed to draw all her breath and his into a dense ball of energy deep inside of her.

      They were so wrapped in the moment, neither was disrupted by the silent high five Celeste and Julie exchanged. Elaine reached over the sofa arm to the occasional chair where Thomas was sitting and gripped his hand. Thomas smiled at her, nodding, and glanced over at Marcus, who was studying the couple with that intent look he had when considering a problem no one else thought could be solved, but to which he clearly saw a solution. Then his gaze shifted to Thomas, his brow cocking, and Thomas’s smile deepened into a grin. Actually, everyone was grinning like fools, particularly Rory when he finally drew back and he and Daralyn continued to look at each other as if there was nowhere else they intended to look until the end of days.

      “Let’s finish up the gifts and then we’ll do pie and coffee,” Elaine said, smoothly taking the focus off of them before Daralyn would realize it was there and freak out. “Thomas, that Yankee of yours has put his gifts for us toward the back of the tree, which tells me they better be the best ones.”

      Though the ornaments had discomfited him, Thomas could tell Marcus was more in his comfort zone when it came to picking out gifts for his family. Knowing his Master as he did, Thomas suspected it had been easier—because he’d been shopping by himself—to simply shift into the mode he’d have used in past years to pick out appropriate, expected gifts for business associates. Saying “it was easier when it wasn’t personal” didn’t fit, because Thomas’s family did matter to him, but it was clear that getting them gifts didn’t cut as close to home. Still, handing them out and watching them be opened was a different matter. Thomas maneuvered Marcus into the occasional chair, taking a seat next to him in a chair pulled in from the kitchen, which put him between him and his mother.

      His mother received a beautiful cashmere robe that matched her eyes. Marcus had bought Celeste an elegant charm bracelet, with a few pieces already added, thanks to his close attention to Thomas’s stories about his sister. He’d also included a charm-a-month subscription for it. Elaine said he was spending too much money and Marcus reminded her he was filthy rich. He’d gotten Rory a vintage replica Henry rifle that Thomas’s brother had mentioned wanting in passing during Thanksgiving, which told Thomas at least one of the gifts had not been bought in a marathon run through Macy’s.

      Knowing Julie’s love of music boxes, Marcus had given her a carousel made up entirely of monkeys, a whimsical piece done by an obscure eighteenth century playwright and clockmaker that Julie knew about.

      “Oh my God,” Julie exclaimed, opening it. “It’s the first time you’ve ever bought me a Christmas gift.”

      “What are you talking about?” Marcus gave her a look of offense. “I give you a Starbuck’s gift card and a Christmas card every year. And I play Monopoly with you on New Year’s Eve and drink that horrible egg nog you make. That’s a present and a half.”

      Julie rolled her eyes, but bounded over to give him a hug. “You know it’s different.” Bending to kiss his cheek, on the side where Thomas could hear her, she whispered, “He is so good for you. Don’t fuck it up.”

      “It’s Christmas, don’t use the word fuck,” Marcus muttered, with an admonishing squeeze.

      He’d given each of them something tailored to their interest, thoughtful gifts that earned him another hug from Celeste and an additional kiss on the cheek from Elaine. Even Rory gave him a gruff thanks, his eyes bright as he handled the rifle.

      Daralyn didn’t seem concerned that there appeared to be no more gifts under the tree, but of course Celeste, Julie and Elaine all gave Marcus a narrow look. Typical Marcus, he feigned obliviousness until Julie fired a thick ball of wrapping paper at him, accurate and weighted enough it bounced off his chest.

      “What?”

      Julie gave him a mock glare. “Don’t even try, Marcus Stanton. I know you wouldn’t forget something like that.”

      “Like what?” But he rose, going to the bookcase and drawing a decorative envelope out from between two of Thomas’s art books. It had a red and green design on the edges, and a gold sticker showing a vintage Santa delivering gifts held it closed.

      Daralyn had settled on a foot stool near Rory, near enough she could have reached out and laid a hand on his foot if she were brave enough to do so. She wasn’t, but it didn’t mean that the connection wasn’t felt in the energy between them.

      “Crip.” Marcus gave Rory’s head a slap as he went by and of course Rory was ready with the obligatory punch in Marcus’s side and retort.

      “Fag.”

      “You’re getting better at that. You hit like a really strong girl now.”

      “Boys,” Elaine said severely, though it was for the inappropriateness of the language. Her lips pressed together against a smile at what had become their accepted form of affection.

      Marcus squatted down in front of Daralyn and presented the envelope, meeting her surprised gaze. “This is from Thomas and me. It has a bonus for cleaning up our messes, and you’re getting a ten percent raise both from us and the hardware store at the turn of the year. It also includes a registration confirmation for the local community college for the next four years. You can choose whatever you want, but you’ll choose a minimum of two courses a semester. Rory and Elaine are going to arrange your schedule at the store however is needed so you can attend. The college has a GED course as well, so you can get your high school diploma.”

      Daralyn hadn’t finished high school. Her grades had been dismal for obvious reasons, not from lack of desire to learn. The girl stared down at the envelope, turning it over in her hands. She didn’t open it, but she pressed it against her chest, head bowed over it a long moment before she lifted her face. Her chin was quivering and her eyes were bright with unshed tears. “Thank you,” she said. “I…thank you.”

      She fled the room. Celeste rose and went after her, dropping a quick kiss on Marcus’s head because he was still sitting on his heels and squeezing Rory’s shoulder in reassurance before hurrying in her wake.

      “That’s what Christmas is supposed to be about.” Elaine dabbed at her eyes. “We could have all saved our money and given that one gift, and that would have been all it took to have a perfect Christmas.”

      Thomas nodded, reaching over to touch her knee. Marcus came back and took his seat between them, though Elaine gestured him forward and gave his hair a motherly stroke. He took the hand with a smile and kissed it, making Thomas’s unflappable mother color a little and smack his shoulder lightly.

      That was Marcus.  He knew the right things to say and do when it wasn’t about him. Yet when Thomas rested his hand on Marcus’s arm, his Master turned it over, nudged Thomas into linking fingers with him. When Celeste and Daralyn returned, Daralyn composed once again, the two girls made Thomas and Marcus stay in place as they ferried coffee and dessert from the kitchen, the activity giving Daralyn something to do that steadied her. So Thomas was content to stay in his chair, hand joined with Marcus’s as the family chatted and drank coffee, ate dessert. He noticed Marcus bypassed the coffee and pie as well, and wondered if it was for the same reason. He didn’t want to let go.

      By the time coffee was consumed and conversation winding down to the relaxed exchanges of family members comfortable with one another, Elaine checked her watch and said it was time to go home and get ready for midnight mass. Celeste, Julie and Daralyn were going with her, but Elaine shook her head when Thomas offered once more to accompany them.

      “No, you stay here your first Christmas night together.” She sent an amused glance toward Rory. “And he was up at the crack of dawn taking care of Mr. Grenham’s animals so he and his wife could go pick up their son Ford from the airport in Raleigh. He’s flying in from Afghanistan for a two week leave.” Her fond expression for her younger son became tender. “So Rory will be delighted to turn in early and let us pray for him.”

      “Well, make it a good prayer,” Thomas said. “You know he needs it.”

      “I heard that,” Rory said through his yawn. “Butthead.”

      “Penis breath.”

      Elaine shook her head, but she chuckled, touched Thomas’s cheek, and swept her gaze over him, Marcus and Rory at once. “I’ll pray for all of my boys.”

      That comment had Marcus blinking in surprise, but she left it at that. Thomas and Marcus saw the family out to the driveway, and exchanged one last set of hugs with everyone. Julie warned she’d be back in time for pancakes in the morning, giving them a wink. She and Celeste were kidnapping Daralyn for the full night, planning some type of impromptu slumber party in Celeste’s room, so as they drove down the driveway, it left the two of them alone on the property, their first Christmas Eve together.

      “Let’s leave the dishes for tomorrow,” Marcus said, putting his arms around Thomas from behind, pressing his body full against him. Thomas closed his eyes as Marcus’s mouth found his throat, his rich scent surrounding him.

      “You can’t be awake enough for that. You nodded off twice in the last thirty minutes.”

      “I’m awake enough to get inside you. That’s how I want to fall asleep.” Marcus’s hand dropped, thumb hooking inside Thomas’s belt, his fingers curling over his groin on the outside, stroking. “And when I wake in the morning, that’s where I’ll put myself first thing. I want my first Christmas morning memory married to you to be all about tasting every inch of your skin, listening to you begging me to come. I want to see you gripping the sheets, all helpless and out of control, feel your ass squeezing my cock and know that what I want for Christmas is underneath me, all mine. My farm boy.”

      “You really are a greedy bastard.” Thomas turned his head, suppressing a groan as Marcus bit his throat again. He’d been in a biting mood today, and he anticipated he’d be putting those teeth in a lot of dark, delicious places.

      “Do you want me any other way?”

      “No, Master. God, no. God bless us, everyone.”

      Marcus snorted a chuckle against his flesh, tightened his fingers over Thomas’s hardening reaction. “Tiny Tim isn’t what comes to mind right now. Let’s go in. I want my dessert. Your dick covered with apple pie filling and a scoop of ice cream off your smooth balls will be just the thing.”

      “Christ,” Thomas murmured.
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      Marcus had gotten a second wind, as he often did. As a result, Thomas would have expected them both to sleep like the dead until morning, but the early years of living on a working farm, followed by the subsequent demands of running the store, early truck arrivals and deliveries, had given him an intuition for when he needed to wake. As such, he came fully out of slumber at 3 a.m. He was alone. He’d cleaned all the sticky pie and ice cream off him before sleep, but Marcus had wanted them both to stay naked, so now he pulled on his new flannel pajama bottoms, one of his mother’s usual Christmas gifts, and went looking for his husband. Not in his home office, the first place he looked. He checked the kitchen, peering out the window to be sure there were no lights on in the barn, despite the fact Marcus had said he wouldn’t do any work until Christmas was over.

      Brow creasing, he moved into the living room where the tree had remained lit, per his family’s tradition, for the entirety of the Christmas Eve night. He found Marcus sitting in a wing-backed chair on the opposite side of the tree, out of direct view of the kitchen. He was so still, Thomas might have passed over him without registering his presence, except Marcus was his true north, all his senses always pointed toward wherever he stood, breathed, existed. Thomas studied him as his Master didn’t break his fixation with the tree, the expression in his eyes keeping Thomas from saying anything right away. When he finally shifted his glance to it, he noticed there was a new present there, all by its lonesome. It was a carved white pine box with a simple silver bow tied around it. Obviously something that Marcus had brought with him but not put out until now.

      “I didn’t know what to get you,” he said abruptly, telling Thomas he’d known he was standing there. It didn’t surprise Thomas, because his Master always knew where he was, too. The same compass guided Marcus, after all. “That’s what was tearing me up, Thomas. I expected to have problems with the decorating, the tree, all of that. I didn’t expect to get completely and totally fucked up about what to get you for Christmas.”

      Thomas came to him. He slid down to the floor, sitting on his ass, pressing his side against his Master’s leg. Letting him keep the dominant position, thinking it might help. He touched Marcus’s knee, left his hand there. “You said we weren’t supposed to get one another gifts.”

      “Buy one another gifts. I read legal contracts. I see loopholes same as you. Plus, you know I’m a liar when it’s convenient.”

      “No, you’re not. That’s the one thing you’ve never been. Not with me.”

      “No. Not with you.” Marcus’s gaze slid across the room. Thomas noticed now the picture he’d made for Marcus was here as well, propped up on the occasional chair that had been put back in its normal place, caddy corner to the tree, across from where they were now. “I have the money to buy you anything, but I walked into a bunch of different stores, looked online and nothing…none of it matched what I felt inside. It felt like… It was our first Christmas, damn it. Christ, I was treating it like getting a gift for the damn baby Jesus, and I just shut down over it. That’s when I realized how utterly fucked up I am about all this.”

      “Marcus.” Thomas curled his hand around his calf, but then changed his mind and stood up on his knees to lean against Marcus. He put an arm around his back, pressing his forehead hard against Marcus’s temple. “You’re allowed. You don’t have to be invincible around me. How many times do we have to go through that? I’m the person you get to break around. It’s part of the whole marriage deal.”

      Marcus swallowed. Leaning forward, he propped his elbows on his knees, which let Thomas slide his arm even further around him. Thomas shifted so he was on one knee, the thigh of his bent knee pressing against one of Marcus’s, forming a T between their two legs. “Tell me,” Thomas said quietly.

      “Okay.” Marcus stared at the tree. “I need a cigarette.”

      “No you don’t. You have me. And we agreed you don’t smoke in the house. You’re not supposed to smoke at all.”

      “Nagging asshole.”

      “Yeah. Tell me. How about you start with what you meant earlier? ‘I almost…but I couldn’t.” Thomas shifted his touch under Marcus’s thick mane, ran his fingertips lightly over the taut lines of his neck beneath. “You almost didn’t come home for Christmas. That’s what you meant.”

      Marcus shot him a glance, his eyes flickering, lips pressing together. “Yeah. I figured you knew. Expected it. That’s when I realized I couldn’t do that to you. That I didn’t want to do that to you.”

      “Thanks. It would have hurt me a lot if you’d done it. Which was why, deep inside, I knew you wouldn’t.”

      Their gazes held, a muscle flexing in Marcus’s jaw. Thomas gripped his shoulder a quick, meaningful squeeze, then went back to that stroke, taking pleasure in the sloping lines from neck to shoulder, over shoulder blades, combing his fingers through his hair then bringing his touch back under it, into that light hold at juncture of shoulder and neck. “Tell me the rest, Master. Please.”

      Marcus sighed, dropped his gaze to his hands. “It’s crazy, how kids still celebrate Christmas, no matter what else is happening. We had a tree at Mike’s, some scraggly thing we stole Christmas Eve when they weren’t watching the lots too closely. Hell, they probably would have given us something free, but we were so used to stealing what we needed by that time, it never occurred to us to ask anymore. We decorated it with everything from cut tin cans to paper chains made out of magazines. We’d even found each other some gifts, maybe not all of them stolen, who knows? Mike cooked us a ham and a bunch of fixings. We sat around a couple of card tables. It was the first Christmas since I was little, since everything changed with me for my family. I was accepted, and they were my family. And by next Christmas, they were all gone. How is it people who were with you such a short time can mean so much?”

      He lifted his head, looking up at the tree, and Thomas felt his gut wrench as the lights reflected off Marcus’s eyes, glistening with emotions he couldn’t hold back. “I miss them, Thomas. They were the family who knew me, loved me, and even though we were all fucked up in different ways, it still…the closer we got to Christmas this year, the more I remembered that night. Emile sitting in my lap on the floor. I’d hit my growth spurt and felt so manly, holding him like that. He was never big, skinny and average height, built like a scarecrow. He was throwing popcorn at Toby, Mike threatening to kick the shit out of us if we didn’t clean all that up while he drank beer and grinned at us in a Santa hat… He had that look that said he’d probably want a nice blowjob from me before he passed out, but that was okay.”

      Thomas held him. Marcus was leaning against Thomas’s knee, letting him. Even draped an arm over Thomas’s bent knee as he regarded the lights. “I know it’s fucked up, but I loved them, Thomas. They were my first real family. Before I found you and yours.”

      Thomas could feel the jagged lump he heard in Marcus’s voice in his own throat. “I know. I’m so sorry, Marcus.” He pressed a kiss to Marcus’s forehead, rubbed his back. Just held him. They stayed that way for a good long time, Marcus’s head pressed against his as they looked up at the tree. Thomas stayed quiet, understanding whereas another person might vent or weep, Marcus simply leaning on him, holding his arm tight around Thomas’s knee braced in front of him, was what his Master needed.

      “So that was when I figured out what to get you for Christmas,” he said at last. “Christ, you were worried yours was sentimental. I almost didn’t bring it with me. Hell, I almost threw it away a million times before I even met you, and I never could. I threw away everything else, except Toby’s picture, that one fantastic picture.” Marcus shook his head. “You’re going to have to go open it, pet. I don’t think I have the courage to hand it to you.”

      Giving him a look, Thomas brushed a kiss over his mouth, touching his jaw. “You’re afraid of nothing, Marcus Stanton.”

      “Except losing you.”

      “Well, since that’s never going to happen, you’re pretty much fearless. You’re stuck with my unrefined farm boy self forever.” Thomas wiggled his ring finger at him. “You made a vow and the only way out of it is death.”

      Marcus gave a half snort. “You’re not that hard to live with.”

      “Well, you sometimes are, but fortunately I’m Catholic and suicide is a mortal sin.”

      “Not the only thing they consider a mortal sin.”

      “Eh.” Thomas dismissed that with a shrug. He eased away from Marcus, appreciating how Marcus reached for him, squeezing his arm before he let him stretch out to the tree, snag the box and bring it back, resting it on his knees. “This is great carving work.”

      “Yeah. I’ve kept it in that for a long time. The box was done by one of my early finds. Ian Holmberg.”

      “Right. He does fantastic wood sculpture.”

      “This was when he was doing more crafty stuff, but you can see the artist starting to come out in the way he worked the lid.”

      Thomas nodded. A trio of stars was burned into the top of the wood, the pine grain worked into swirls with stain that looked like a stormy sky behind them. The middle star was the largest, like the Star of Bethlehem. Aware of Marcus’s close regard, Thomas lifted the lid. Looked for a long moment.

      “Unlike yours, the hands that made it weren’t the giver’s,” Marcus said quietly. “But it wasn’t bought. At least not with money.”

      “No. but that doesn’t matter.” Thomas lifted his gaze to Marcus, but his Master had his attention locked on the contents inside that chest.

      “Your mom planted the seed a few weeks ago, when we were first talking about Christmas. She said the tree topper should be the thing you picked out together, because it would have special meaning when you brought it out every year. When I noticed you bought all sorts of ornaments, but nothing to cover the top, I guess you felt the same way. Apple doesn’t fall far from that sturdy tree, after all.” Marcus’s lips quirked, but there was no humor in his eyes.

      Thomas was hard put not to rush to assure him too quickly. Understanding his lover the way he did, he looked back down, lifted out the contents of the box. It was a star, created out of twigs and a thorny vine. It was simply made, but whoever had done it had put a great deal of effort into it. Not too much or too little embellishment. The bark of the twigs had been peeled away and a stain used to create a pattern of swirled pale yellow with smudges of gray, the vine a dark green contrast. The whole thing had been sprayed with something to preserve it, giving it a soft luster.

      “I think he stole the sealer, but the rest was probably gathered out of back lots.”

      “Toby?” Thomas asked.

      “No, and yes. He was the ‘artistic advisor’. Emile. Emile made it for me. For all of us. For that one and only tree we shared.”

      The lights of the tree touched Marcus’s heartrendingly beautiful features, the quiet green eyes, his face for once without a mask of any kind. Just a mix of the boy he’d been, the man he was who, at his core, was all about loving Thomas. His gaze turned to him now, showing that clearly.

      “He said the vine represented Jesus’s crown of thorns. Said he punctured his fingers quite a few times creating it, but that sort of added to the symbolism, so he didn’t do anything to protect himself from it. I suspect some of his blood is soaked into the wood. When we put it on the tree, I remember Emile put his head on my shoulder, wrapped both arms around me and said the star wrapped in thorns was like love. ‘It hurts, but it’s beautiful, too. That’s why I like it. It wouldn’t work if it didn’t have both, you know?’”

      Marcus’s voice broke a little at that part, but when Thomas moved to put the star aside, he shook his head. Getting his resolute look, he put his hand over Thomas’s, squeezed. “Let’s put it on our tree. If you’re okay with it being our first tree topper.”

      “You bet your ass.” Thomas gave him a fierce look, layered his free hand over Marcus’s.

      When Marcus nodded, withdrew his hand, Thomas rose, pulling the stool Daralyn had used earlier over to the tree. When he stepped onto it, Marcus rose as well, laying a hand on his lower back to steady him, his warm palm on Thomas’s flesh, bare above the loose hold of the pajama bottoms. “Hand it to me, Master? Please?”

      Marcus picked it up, turned it over in his hands, held it a moment. Lifting it to his face, he pressed a kiss against one of the twigs in the middle. “To the family of my past,” he said, then lifted his gaze to Thomas. “For the family of my present and future. Merry Christmas, Thomas.”

      Thomas leaned down, and Marcus was ready for him, their mouths meeting in a long moment of intent contact, a hundred emotions passing between them. Marcus’s fingers tightened on Thomas’s shoulder so when he lifted his head, he found himself held in place, his Master’s green eyes boring into his. “I’ll get better at this. My job is taking care of you, and that means being better at this.”

      “Well, I don’t want to make you think you can get out of harder work, but you pretty much made up for the past few weeks in the past ten minutes. And I take care of you, too, when you need it,” Thomas added, giving him a severe look. “That’s the way this works. Just remember that.”

      “You really are getting bossy, pet. Last thing I need is a nagging wife.”

      Thomas grinned. “Sometimes it’s the first thing you need.” Then he sobered as Marcus handed him the star. Taking it in reverent hands, he fixed it to the top of the tree with the twist ties Marcus handed him.

      When Thomas stepped down, they looked at it together, shoulder to shoulder. But then Thomas turned his head, looked at Marcus’s profile, long enough that Marcus slanted him a glance. “Pet?”

      “Beautiful, but it hurts,” Thomas murmured. “I know just what he means.”

      “I know you do. Every true artist knows exactly what those words mean. And I thank God for it, and you, even if I don’t ever thank Him for too much else.” Sliding a hand to his nape, Marcus turned Thomas toward him. At the look in his Master’s eye, the powerful things twisting in Thomas’s chest started to descend lower.

      “I didn’t decorate the tree with you,” Marcus said. “But I can decorate you.”

      Stepping away, he tugged the box of extra lights, ornaments, hooks and various other decorations out from behind the sofa. A box Thomas distinctly remembered putting away before Julie’s arrival. “Strip, pet.  I plan to have you under the tree, after I tie you up in some lights. If you’re lucky, I might just pour a little hot chocolate on those sensitive nipples of yours, lick it off your cock. I want you at my mercy the rest of the night.”

      “Are you sure—”

      Thomas sucked in a gasp as Marcus moved fast, taking him down to the carpet, pressing his body full against him, those green eyes close again. “Have you ever known me not to be sure when it comes to fucking you, pet?”

      “No, sir.” Thomas was glad he’d gone with the address when those green eyes deepened to emerald, the distracting lips curving. He’d noticed Marcus was like that. After sharing deep memories, it was as if he had to take Thomas over, take him hard and overwhelm him, to reassure himself that he was still in control, that Thomas wasn’t going to disappear when he let the demons loose. But Thomas had his own response to that. Lifting his hands to Marcus’s face, Thomas framed it, fingers firm and conveying that he was here. Always.

      Things got quiet and intense as Marcus put one hand over Thomas’s, linked fingers and squeezed, message received. That eased the harder edge to his expression. But not too much, thank God. When Thomas brought those linked hands down, it was to kiss Marcus’s. It was his left hand, so he put his lips over Marcus’s wedding ring, kissing it reverently while giving him a tiny tease with his tongue.

      “I’m at your mercy every day, Master.”

      Marcus’s eyes gleamed, a moment before he pinned both of Thomas’s hands out to either side of him.

      “Then, as far as I’m concerned, every fucking day is Christmas, pet.”
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