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  Introduction


  The stories you are about to read celebrate love, sex and romance between men. They are a product of the Love Is Always Write promotion sponsored by the Goodreads M/M Romance Group and are published as a free gift to you.


  What Is Love Is Always Write?


  The Goodreads M/M Romance Group invited members to choose a photo and pen a letter or story prompt asking for a short M/M romance story inspired by the image; authors from the group were encouraged to select a letter or story prompt and write an original tale. The result was an outpouring of creativity that shone a spotlight on the special bond between M/M romance writers and the people who love what they do.


  Nearly 150 stories were submitted and published as a ten volume set– as well as an additional special bonus volume with three novel-length stories– titled Love is Always Write; this edition is Volume One.


  Whether you are an avid M/M romance reader or new to the genre, you are in for a delicious treat.


  Words of Caution


  The stories in this collection are sexually explicit and intended for adult readers. Some stories may contain content that is disagreeable or distressing to some readers. The M/M Romance Group strongly recommends that each reader review the General Information section before each story for story tags as well as for content warnings.
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  SueM


  Melanie
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  Shaz


  And last but never least, the M/M Romance Group's fearless leader Jen McJ.


  Ebook Layout and Navigation


  This ebook can be navigated through the Table of Contents which lists the authors, their story title and its overall genre or theme. Any time you see the words Back to Table of Contents or THE END , you can click on the link and be transported back to the TOC.


  The story titles link back to the original posts in Goodreads M/M Romance Group. The author names also link back to their Goodreads author profiles.


  The original photo that inspired each story is displayed, along with the letter or story prompt that inspired the tale. If a license for the photo was not available, a written description is provided; you can also view the photos at:


  www.goodreads.com/group/show/20149-m-m-romance.
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  So I've got him tied up in the chair, immobilized... Now what the hell do I do with him? *facepalm* Maybe I should have had him strip first.


  ~ Evaine
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  genre: contemporary
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  ADVANTAGE CROSSE


  by West Thornhill


  


  Greg knocked on the door of Jeff's small bungalow. He hadn't been here since Jeff's housewarming party at the beginning of the school year. Greg rolled his shoulders, trying to ease out the tension. He'd spent the cool Saturday morning helping Quinn O'Halloran, one of his students, with some lacrosse moves.


  Greg had almost forgotten the blind date a buddy had set up for him. He didn't want to go, and he was late for his meeting with Jeff. Greg sighed. The only person he wanted to date wasn't opening his door. "Jeff!" He knocked again, a little harder and louder.


  The door swung open. Jeff stood there in low riding jeans with a hint of trimmed hair peeking out, no shirt showing off abs so tight you could bounce just about anything off of them, dark hair so wet it was black, and his bare feet. Oh, God, the man even had sexy feet. Greg barely contained the groan that threatened to erupt from his mouth.


  "Sorry. Just got out of the shower." Jeff gestured for Greg to come in. They walked toward the small dining table, papers littering the top. "Water? Beer? Coffee?" Jeff continued on into the kitchen.


  "Beer." Greg shook his head. He was only here to discuss the prom chaperoning before he had to rush off for this damned blind date. They were a great team. He glanced over his shoulder, watching Jeff's jeans pull taut against his ass as he bent over. Greg's cock did a little happy dance behind the zipper of his pants. He shifted, trying to get comfortable. This meeting was going to be interesting.


  ****


  Jeff had timed his shower perfectly. He'd gotten home about twenty minutes before Greg was supposed to come by. He knew he'd done his job well when he took in the dark eyes and hungry look on Greg's face as he opened the door.


  Jeff knew all about the blind date. It was probably a good thing he'd taken matters into his own hands and found someone to take Greg's place. It was now or never. He wasn't about to let another opportunity to push their relationship beyond colleagues pass him by. Jeff was either going to get the sexy lacrosse coach today or die trying. He'd begun to plan out his seduction after the Valentine's Dance where he and Greg had been chaperones.


  He pulled two Negra Modelo bottles out of the fridge, opened them, and walked back to the table. He saw Greg wiggling in his seat and smiled. Apparently, Greg had seen something he liked. Jeff was always impressed when Greg dressed up. Greg's shoulder length dark hair gleamed, but it was the way the polo shirt hugged broad shoulders and defined chest that really got his motor going.


  "So, prom."


  "Yeah." Greg tipped his bottle and took a swig. He narrowed his eyes at Jeff. "How much do you know about prom?"


  Jeff shrugged. "I know the kids get all dressed up, go out to dinner, and dance the night away. We didn't really have prom where I went to school in Madrid."


  "At least you know more than the German teacher. She is one clueless woman. I can't believe she volunteered to chaperone." Greg smiled. Jeff loved Greg's smile. It wasn't falsely bright and effervescent. Instead, it was warm and comfortable like an old sweater. "Some schools also have after parties where the kids are able to stay out all night without getting into trouble. But our school doesn't, which makes it easier on us. At least we don't have to stay with the clean-up crew."


  They sat there in silence for a few minutes when Jeff noticed Greg grimacing as he moved his shoulders. "You okay?" Jeff wanted to get his hands on Greg's broad shoulders.


  "I was working out with Quinn earlier. That boy packs quite a punch."


  Jeff tilted his head. "Take your shirt off." He stood up and walked around the table.


  Greg stiffened. "What?"


  "Take your shirt off. I'm going to massage your shoulders. You don't want to be stiff all night, do you?" Jeff said, with false innocence.


  ****


  Greg felt his cock strain against his zipper at Jeff's words. Yes, he wanted to be stiff all night, and buried in Jeff's tight ass. Instead, he pulled his long-sleeved, black polo over his head. How was he going to make it through the rest of the night thinking about how Jeff had touched him?


  He looked at his watch. "I don't have much time. I'm supposed to be at Pancho's at seven."


  Jeff's hands were warm when they touched his skin. He squeezed the muscle, immediately finding the knot.


  Greg groaned. At least he could claim it was Jeff kneading that particular knot and not his body's surge into overdrive when Jeff touched him. The man had a career in massage therapy if he ever wanted to give up coaching soccer and teaching.


  Jeff's laugh jerked Greg out of his thoughts. "I spent a summer learning massage after I retired from playing professional soccer."


  Greg picked up his beer, draining it before speaking again. "I can't believe I said that out loud."


  "Want another beer?"


  Greg nodded. He needed to leave. But what he really wanted was to jump up, grab Jeff, and shove him against the wall. He wanted to kiss the man until he whimpered. Greg took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and dropped his head forward.


  He heard the bottle clink when Jeff put it on the table. Greg opened his eyes to find Jeff kneeling in front of him. Greg's dick jumped again like an electrical current had zinged his nerves.


  "I'll stop if you want me to." Jeff spoke softly as if talking to a skittish colt.


  Greg shook his head. "No. It's… it's fine." God, he could only hope it would be fine.


  Jeff stood and walked back behind him. Those warm hands were back and waves of arousal crashed over Greg's skin. He picked up his beer and downed half of it again before he remembered he wasn't used to strong Mexican beer. Hell, he wasn't use to drinking much period because all it did was make him sleepy. Add that to the massage, and he was headed toward lights out.


  ****


  Jeff wanted nothing more than to have Greg relaxed, which was part of the plan. However, he wasn't expecting the man to fall asleep, especially after only two beers. Jeff knew Greg had been spending a lot of time with his players. They were both very hands-on, involved coaches. Ms. Blake, the principal, was always after them because they seemed to spend more time at school than any of the other teachers.


  Jeff sighed. Then an idea flitted through his mind. No. He bit his lip. Should he? Before he could talk himself out of it, he went to find some rope. Jeff walked into his bedroom, opened the closet door, and pulled a box down off the top shelf. He strode over to the bed and set the box down. Jeff took a deep breath before taking off the lid. There it lay, curled up like sleeping cat, almost as if it was patiently waiting for someone to touch it.


  Jeff pulled it out. He'd found the soft, white rope at an adult store in LA when he went to visit some friends last summer. He'd bought it, hoping that he'd find someone to bring one of his fantasies to life. Jeff wanted to be tied up, tied down, teased, and fucked until he screamed.


  He carried it back to the small dining area attached to the living room, and, without consciously thinking about it, tied Greg to the chair.


  When he stood back and looked at his handiwork, he groaned. "So I've got him tied up in the chair, immobilized... now what the hell do I do with him?" Jeff pinched the bridge of his nose, inhaling deeply. "Maybe I should have had him strip first."


  No, Greg would have run screaming from the house if he'd suggested he take his pants off. Now all Jeff could do was wait until Sleeping Beauty woke up.


  ****


  Greg slowly came awake. He tried to move, but something seemed to be holding him down. His eyes flew open, and he looked down at his arms. He was tied to his chair, and looking around, he was still at Jeff's. Greg shifted around, trying to wiggle out of the ropes. But all he did was move the chair. He was securely bound to his seat. What the fuck?


  "Jeff!"


  "No need to yell. I'm over here." Jeff responded calmly. Greg heard the television click off, followed by the soft patter of footsteps. "So, Beauty woke up."


  Greg narrowed his gaze at Jeff when his face came into view. "Why am I tied to the chair?"


  Jeff stood between Greg's legs. "Because I thought this might be the only chance I get to show you how I feel."


  Greg looked up, his gaze travelling from the obvious erection in Jeff's pants, up the smooth, flat stomach and hairless chest to Jeff's dark, lust-filled eyes. Greg's cock strained against the tight confines of his jeans; the zipper biting into it. Why had he decided to go commando? His dick throbbed even harder when Jeff knelt down. His lightly bearded face was just inches from his crotch.


  Greg groaned. "Then show me, soccer boy."


  Jeff rubbed his face against Greg's denim covered thigh. His nimble fingers flicked the button free before easing down the zipper. Greg wondered who was really in control here, him or Jeff? While he might be the one tied to the chair, Jeff seemed more than willing to follow whatever command Greg gave him.


  His cock sprang free, the cool air sending little shocks along his nerves. Jeff looked up before swallowing Greg down his throat. Greg's hands itched to grab Jeff's head and fuck his mouth.


  Greg knew he wouldn't last long if Jeff kept deep-throating him. Every time Jeff swallowed around the head of Greg's cock, Greg was dragged closer to the edge. He let his head fall back and gave in to Jeff's skills. The slight brush of Jeff's fingers across his already tight balls caused Greg to gasp.


  "Jeff." Greg lifted his head and looked down into Jeff's face. God, the look of pure, unadulterated pleasure on Jeff's face sent Greg flying over the edge. Jeff never pulled away. He just swallowed every last drop of cum that exploded out of Greg's cock.


  Jeff eased his mouth from around Greg's cock, and licked his lips. A smile flitted across that lush, red fullness. Jeff laid his head back on Greg's thigh.


  Greg wanted, no, needed to get his hands on Jeff. He wanted to make the other man squirm and beg. "Untie me, Jeff, and lay the ropes neatly on the table."


  Jeff's hands moved slowly, almost trancelike, as they pulled the knots out of the ropes holding Greg to the chair. One by one, the soft, white lengths appeared on the table. As soon as the last piece was laid reverently with the others, Greg stretched and rubbed his wrists.


  He watched Jeff return to his kneeling position on the floor beside Greg and rest his head on Greg's thigh. Greg sighed and tangled his fingers in Jeff's dark locks. "I hope your bed is strong, soccer boy." He felt Jeff tense and heard the hitch in Jeff's breath at his words.


  Greg smiled. This night was turning out a lot better than he had even imagined.


  ****


  Jeff tensed in anticipation at Greg's words. He wanted nothing more than to be tied to his bed and used any way Greg wanted. Jeff had been impressed with himself when he took all of Greg's huge cock down his throat. Though Jeff had seen longer, thicker dicks in porn, Greg's was the largest he'd seen in real life. He'd certainly never expected to have one that size in his bed. He could not wait to feel it plowing its way in and out of his ass.


  He shifted as his ass clenched in anticipation. But he had a feeling Greg was going to torment him before he fucked him. Jeff had been dreaming of this, but now that it was here, his stomach was a riot of stampeding butterflies.


  Greg's hand tightened in Jeff's hair. "I was supposed to go on a date tonight."


  Jeff smiled to himself. "I know. But don't worry. The cute little twink you were supposed to meet was taken care of." Greg jerked Jeff's head up, causing him to wince and sending pleasure-filled pulses of pain from his scalp to his cock. "I had Curt go meet him."


  "You are a very naughty soccer boy." Jeff wasn't sure what the smile that moved across Greg's face meant, but Jeff's body tingled at the tone in Greg's voice. "I think a spanking is in order."


  Jeff groaned. Words took flight, and all he was left with were pure, raw emotions. His cock was straining against the buttons of his 501s. His balls felt heavy even though they were held tight against his body.


  ****


  Greg stood, Jeff's hair still in his grasp. The raw lust in Jeff's eyes had Greg's cock filling again. But, this time Jeff was going to be at his mercy. Greg took a deep breath. The scent of man and sex permeated the air.


  "Up."


  Jeff moved like he'd trained to be an exotic dancer instead of a soccer forward, though his soccer playing was oddly exciting. Greg had seen Jeff play and had wanted to meet him. But he never had the chance back then. The first time he'd ever seen Jeff on the field was as Real Madrid dismantled FC Barcelona. Greg had sat through most of the game with a dick so hard the right wind would have set him off.


  He smiled. Jeff's downcast gaze lingered around Greg's neck, avoiding eye contact. Greg's skin prickled like electricity was dancing along his nerves. He used one finger to tilt Jeff's head up. "Let's go see how sturdy your bed is." He leaned forward to kiss him, fleetingly and gently. But the kiss ended up with teeth clacking together, tongues dueling for dominance. His hand slid down the front of Jeff's pants, cupping the hardness and squeezing until Jeff pulled back with a gasp.


  "Greg…" Jeff panted. "I'm going to…"


  Greg jerked away, Jeff's body swaying at the abruptness of the movement. "You're not going to come until I'm buried in your ass and give you permission."


  Jeff's whimper was priceless. Yeah, Jeff wanted this as much as Greg did.


  ****


  Jeff led Greg down the short hall to his bedroom. He'd never been happier that he'd bought the heavy, antique wrought iron bed when he still lived in Spain. True, shipping it had cost a small fortune, but it was about to become the best idea he'd ever had.


  He had just stepped across the threshold when Greg's arms wrapped around him from behind. Greg's hard body pressed against Jeff's as Greg's fingers teased his nipples. "Greg." Jeff's vocabulary had become focused only on one word—Greg.


  "If you have these," Greg held up the ropes in his hand, "then I know you must have a toy box around here somewhere." He kept one arm around Jeff as he shifted to the side and landed a hard blow on Jeff's ass with the other.


  Jeff groaned. It had stung even through the denim. He could only imagine what it would feel like bare. He stumbled to his closet and pulled the box off the shelf. He turned to find Greg sitting on the backless bench at the foot of his bed.


  The man was mouth-watering sitting there in nothing but his jeans. Jeff had been so distracted he'd missed the man of his dreams stripping. He walked to Greg, kneeling between Greg's legs as he held the box up so Greg could take it.


  Jeff hoped, prayed, and begged to all the deities out there that Greg was going to more than make his fantasies come true.


  ****


  For some reason, Greg wasn't surprised by the change in course of the evening. After waking up tied to a chair, there wasn't much more Jeff could do to surprise him. Greg took the box from Jeff and set it on the bench beside him. He lifted the lid, smiled, and looked back at Jeff who was nervously biting his lip.


  The box housed butt plugs, anal beads, dildos, and a plethora of other pleasurable items. "How often have you used these?" Greg held up the long strand of beads.


  Jeff shook his head.


  "What does that mean?" Greg asked with a smirk.


  Jeff shook his head again.


  Greg put the beads back in the box and leaned back against the footboard. "Does that mean you haven't used the toys in this box?"


  Jeff nodded.


  "Are these for me? You've been saving them for just this occasion?"


  Jeff sighed before he whispered. "Yes."


  Greg touched Jeff's leg with his foot. "Then I think someone is a tad overdressed."


  ****


  Sometime later, Jeff moaned around the gag in his mouth. He was lying on his back with his wrists bound together and tied to the headboard of his bed. He writhed against the damp cotton sheets as Greg pushed another bead into his ass. Unsurprisingly, Jeff's cock was hard and leaking.


  Greg knew Jeff had lost track of time, hell, everything, to the sensations around his cock and in his ass. The first thing he'd done was bind Jeff's wrist. Then, he helped Jeff lay across his knees, waiting patiently as Jeff had gotten settled. Once Greg knew Jeff was comfortable, or as comfortable as he could be, he'd smacked the firm, taut ass until it was red and his hand was numb. Jeff's cock had stayed hard the whole time.


  This had thrilled Greg, so he'd swallowed the pulsing length down until his lips were nestled against the trimmed dark curls of Jeff's groin. It hadn't taken but a couple of swallows around the head for Jeff to explode down Greg's throat. After that, Greg hadn't allowed Jeff to come again. Yes, Greg had wanted to prolong Jeff's orgasm until he was buried in that beautiful ass, but he had craved a taste of Jeff's spunk.


  He'd lost no time in tying Jeff to the bed and gagging him while he was coming down from his orgasm. Greg had smiled when reality had flown back into Jeff's eyes. It had happened right around when he pressed his thumb, slick with lube, against and into Jeff's ass. That had just been the beginning of his plans for Jeff.


  Jeff groaned as the first of the beads was pulled out. Greg trailed his lips across Jeff's chest, teeth bit down on to hardened nipples, and another bead was released.


  "Open your eyes, soccer boy."


  Jeff's lids lifted, slowly, and he stared into Greg's green eyes. Greg smiled and the remaining beads were tugged out. Jeff 's eyes widened and his cock twitched. The gag was removed and Greg's lips covered his.


  Greg pulled back. "What do you want, Jeff?"


  "You. I want you to fuck me."


  Greg's expression never changed. He wore a half-smile as he moved Jeff's legs up and over his shoulders. The crinkle of the condom wrapper and snick of the lube cap were louder than their combined gasps for air. Greg leaned forward, kissing Jeff as he slid his cock inside Jeff's ass.


  Both men moaned at the sensation. "This is going to be a quick, hard ride, baby." Greg whispered against Jeff's ear, his hips snapping back and forth. Greg was surprised by the emotions that rolled through him every time he slid farther into Jeff's ass. It was more than lust, and yeah, there was a lot of lust bottled up in his body. But it was overrun by a stronger, deeper feeling—love.


  Greg knew from the moment Jeff had knelt between his legs there was more to this night that just a quick fuck. He'd never seen the amount of fear, desire, and love in any man's eyes as he'd seen in Jeff's. It was staggering. It made him want to draw this out, but he was too keyed up. Too fucking aroused. Too everything for it to be more than a down and dirty romp.


  Jeff was with him every step of the way judging from the way his hips slammed back to meet Greg's, and the way he tightened his ass when Greg pulled back. A moment of clarity exposed two things to Greg—one, he didn't want this night to end, and two, he'd fallen head over heels in love for the sexy man beneath him.


  "Come. Now. Jeff." Greg grunted out from behind clenched teeth.


  Jeff yelled out as his cock erupted from the friction of being trapped between them. Greg groaned, grinding his hips into Jeff, and Greg's orgasm filled the thin latex.


  Greg reached up, untying the rope holding Jeff's wrists together as he eased out of Jeff's abused hole, rubbing and kissing the reddened skin of his wrists before flopping down beside him.


  Jeff rolled over, resting his head against Greg's chest. Greg's heart beat, strong and fiercely. A hand rested on Greg's stomach as he pulled Jeff closer. Greg whispered, "I love you." But he knew Jeff hadn't heard him. Jeff was snoring softly. Apparently, their activities had worn the man out.


  ****


  An urgent need to use the bathroom woke Jeff up. The faint tendrils of dawn were slowly making their way across the sky as he rolled onto his back. He winced, feeling a wicked soreness in his ass and muscles. His eyes flew open as he remembered the night's activities, and he hurriedly pushed himself into a sitting position. To his relief, Greg was still there. He could hear him breathing now that he was more than awake.


  Jeff eased out of the bed. He didn't want to wake Greg up yet. He wasn't ready for what might happen. He hurried into the en-suite bathroom and relieved himself before splashing cold water on his face. Jeff glanced at himself in the mirror then took a double take. "Oh, Dios mio."


  His chest was covered in bite marks. Greg had discovered how sensitive Jeff's nipples were, and they looked bruised and tortured. He ran a hand across his stomach as those evil butterflies started swarming again. His ass clenched as his nerves threatened to spin out of control causing him to wince again.


  This time, the wince brought back all of the pleasurable memories of the night before. Jeff sighed. He'd definitely gotten what he wanted and more. Now, he needed to figure out a way to keep it. To keep Greg.


  So lost in thought, he jumped, hitting his knees against the vanity, when strong arms circled his waist.


  "Stop thinking so hard."


  Jeff met Greg's gaze in the mirror. "I'm…"


  Greg's hand covered his mouth. "Yes, you are. I'm not going anywhere. I'm not going to flip out and say this shouldn't have happened. And, I'm not letting you go. You're mine, soccer boy."


  ****


  Later, much later, Jeff was fast asleep again with his wrists bound together in front of him. Greg smiled and reached out a hand to pull the covers over Jeff's dark, naked skin. Greg shook his head as he walked out of the bedroom and down the hall.


  The night and morning had been filled with revelations. Jeff had been with Greg every step of the way, sexually and emotionally. He leaned against the counter and sighed. For the first time, in a long time, he was calm, at peace.


  He laughed at himself as he opened the refrigerator and peered inside. Thankfully, Jeff had all the makings for the perfect breakfast. Greg sprinted back to the bedroom, pulled on his jeans, and kissed Jeff's temple before heading back to the kitchen.


  He'd just pulled the eggs, cheese, and vegetables out when there was a knock on the door. Greg wiped his hands on a dishtowel hanging from hook. The knock sounded again.


  "Coming." He said as loud as he dared, hoping whoever was outside would hear him. He didn't want Jeff to wake up until he was ready to surprise him with breakfast.


  Greg opened the door and met the startled eyes of Raiden Yeatts-Tanaka, the star forward for the soccer team Jeff coached.


  "Um, morning, Coach Williams. Is Coach Rodriguez home?" A flush stained Raiden's cheeks, and Greg grinned.


  "He's a little tied up at the moment." Greg waited, holding back the broad smile that wanted out.


  Raiden blinked, and his mouth formed an 'O.' He shoved an envelope against Greg's chest. "Could you make sure he gets this? Thanks." Raiden tripped down the steps to the sidewalk. "Tell Coach I'll see him tomorrow. 'Kay. Bye."


  Greg doubled over in laughter as he shut the door. The sound of feet shuffling on the hardwood floor had him looking up. Laughter gave way to the zing of lust that danced over his body when he saw Jeff standing there wearing nothing but rope.


  "Who was that?" Jeff's sleep-roughened voice added to the powerful feelings swarming over Greg.


  "Raiden. He left something for you."


  Jeff nodded and turned back toward the bedroom. "Okay. I'm going back to bed."


  Passion fueled Greg's response. In a few quick steps, he had Jeff in his arms and was carrying him to the bedroom. Jeff's surprised shout as he bounced on the bed sent Greg's desire soaring. He pushed his jeans down until he could kick them off and out of the way. The heat from Jeff's gaze would have turned anyone else to ash. But all it did for Greg was spur him on.


  "You might have to call in sick tomorrow." Greg growled as his lips slammed against Jeff's.


  Jeff sighed. "And, that's a bad thing?"


  Greg shook his head. "No, soccer boy, that's a very good thing."


  


  THE END
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  Drew creeps up behind me as I sit at a table. He leans over, wraps me in his arms, kisses my cheek, and whispers Hello, my sexy hunk. I smile, close my eyes and pray my thanks I know him.
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  Dear Author,


  As he leans over to give me a hug and gently kiss my cheek, I can't help but smile and send out a "thank you" to God, fate, my lucky stars, and anything else that collaborated to bring this wonderful man into my life.


  Despite years of so much pain, I'm living proof that "it gets better". I'm a different person than I was nearly two years ago. I have confidence and a purpose–I'm helping other people in similar situations. I have so much to do and explore. I've never been happier and it's all because of him. He's my everything and I love him so much!


  I couldn't have imagined my life at this moment a couple of years ago. I was desperate and didn't know where to turn. I'll never forget that fateful day when he came into my life and literally ended up saving it…


  Yours sincerely,


  Wendy
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  content warnings: possible disturbing themes of parental abuse and rape as well as short scenes of domestic abuse and rape aftermath. Please see the Foreword..
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  FOREWORD


  All my stories are fictional though a number are loosely based on factual events experienced by people I've been fortunate to meet. Alex & Drew is one of those stories, inspired by the prompt’s theme of tragedy leading to life-transforming salvation, of personal hardship ending in the bloom of beautiful romance and happiness. The unconscionable events occurred at similar ages as those presented here. I hope the story doesn't offend or upset readers, rather strengthens their beliefs that life does get better, knowing that the rainbow at the end of the tunnel leads to a happier, worthwhile life.


  My thanks to Wendy for submitting the photo and prompt.


  



  


  


  


  


  


  ALEX & DREW


  by Justin South


  CHAPTER 1


  Each time he tiptoes up behind, wraps me in his arms, kisses me and whispers Hello, my sexy hunk, I close my eyes and pray my thanks he entered my life. Drew is my saviour and soul mate, the beautiful person who pulled me from the abyss of loneliness, abuse, and despair into his arms of love and hope. Every day I pray my thanks to him for helping me and becoming my friend.


  He helped me overcome my despondency and worthlessness and the adrenaline-fueled fears that racked my body. He became my companion and led me out of my darkness.


  Now, instead of hating life and dreading each day, I'm touched by serene warmth, an inner peace and contentment, and empowered with confidence to face the future with hope and real expectation. When with him, I swell with happiness, love and admiration. When he's absent, I yearn for him, wanting to hear his voice, to feel his calming and caring presence, and to see his beauty, a sight that wilts my heart, and at night, springs tears of love as I gaze at his sleeping body.


  I almost squandered his offer to assist me and to get to know him that fateful day nearly two years ago. Fateful, for he happened to bicycle past on the dirt road and heard my crying and stopped to search for me in the bush grasses obscuring me. In my distress, I didn't hear him moving through the waist-high grass, nor find me, looking pitiful, he later said.


  "Hello, are you injured?" His voice startled me, unexpected beside this isolated country road. In my state of mind I simply looked his way, scouting for aggression, seeing none. I shook my head in reply and returned my forehead to rest on my arm, while my body rocked to another bout of sobs.


  "What's the matter? Can I help you?" he asked, while placing his hand on my shoulder. "You look as though you can do with some help."


  I looked at him again through my tear-blurred vision, seeing him now kneeling by my side. I dabbed my eyes dry on my work shirt collar to see a young guy my age I'd never seen before. He had a kind face with concern burrowing his brow, a feeling he also expressed in his voice. I should've responded politely to his courtesy. Instead, I sneered, "Leave me alone."


  He recoiled and then leaned forward, replacing his hand on my shoulder. "Are you sure?"


  "Don't touch me," I warned. I'd lost faith in people and had grown suspicious of the occasional do-gooders, fearing they wanted to overpower me and take advantage of my age and simpleness.


  "Piss off," I spat, trying to sound tough, as I returned my forehead to my arm believing that any ready friendliness shown by a stranger disguised other intentions.


  "Won't you let me help you?" he asked, dismissing my unfriendly remarks. "Everyone needs someone to lean on sometimes. That's what my mum and dad always says."


  I'd almost grown to believe the abuse I copped was normal for an ADHD kid like me, because I thought and spoke and behaved differently, like an idiot in their eyes. Nobody would befriend me or listen to my appeals for help or believe my complaints. The school teachers considered me nuts, an alien and uncontrollable. Fellow pupils steered clear of me, spitting at me and punching and pushing me away if I tried to talk to them. The police told me to leave. Shopkeepers and neighbours warned me not to return. Church and welfare people shook their heads in disbelief. They told me to stop lying and making up mean stories about my respectable parents, to stop wasting their time. In one regard, my parent's orchard became my sanctuary because I'd built a secret hideaway there, beside the creek. On the other hand, Hell's Orchard, as I called the place, also became my prison; the machinery and packing sheds and glasshouses, the rows of trees and my bedroom being my stepfather's abusive playground.


  "Why don't you tell me what's bugging you?"


  He persisted with my bad attitude toward him that day, dealing with my belligerent nastiness, while I struggled with the after-pains of another assault. My life's lessons and my stepdad had taught me to be snarky toward all strangers, friendly or not. Don't trust 'em or believe 'em or tell 'em anything. He seemed undeterred by my sarcasm and rudeness, nodding patiently to my caustic remarks as he kept talking to me during the course of the afternoon. Little by little, he whittled away my immunity, my unwillingness to listen or believe him receding in the face of his pleasant nature and kindly words. In time, I started to accept that he genuinely wanted to help me. I also warmed to the feeling he honestly wanted to be my friend and him to be mine, my only human friend. Fate again played its hand I felt, for I'm glad I hadn't been really abusive toward him, turning him away.


  "Please," he pleaded. "Life can improve and I can help you. Won't you let me?"


  Why, I'm not sure, but against all of my stepdad's brainwashing about strangers and the need to remain silent and not tell, and against my own convictions, I allowed myself to believe him, bit by bit. I guess his calm attitude and gestures, and his general ability to paint happy scenes and add sunshine to them, swayed me, like the way he accepted my pet turtle I pulled out of my pocket to show him. He greeted Paddles by holding him in both hands, as though he held something really precious and fragile. He rubbed Paddles' shell on his cheek and hummed to him as though a real person lived inside whom he knew. In my mind, Paddles is a fair-dinkum friend, the only one I have to rely on to help me through the hell I live in. He's always there, always ready to greet me with a ready blink of an eye, a splay of a webbed foot, a bend of his neck to look around and then back at me, always willing to nudge his little lips to my face. When I saw the guy's show of affection to Paddles, the pint-sized harmless animal with only a shell to defend himself, I think I started to like him and to believe and trust him. I think that's when I started to come out of my own shell a bit, just a tiny bit.


  I said I had to take Paddles to his home in the creek near the hideaway, so he could meet his turtle friends and feed and do whatever else they do overnight.


  "Can I go with you?" he asked, grabbing my hand. "Please, I'd like to talk with you more, and see your hideaway."


  Caution warned me to say no, but I backed down, I suppose because the more he talked, the more I believed him. And because I'd begun to like him, I didn't want to risk losing him as a friend. I told him he'd be the only person to know and ever see my secret hiding place, making him promise to never tell anyone. He agreed, rose to his feet and helped me up. When he saw my unsteadiness, and the stabs of pain wrench my face from the ache in my butt, he put his arm around my waist to support me. He helped me, just like that, without hesitation and in a genuine friendly way, without harmful intent. Nobody else had ever bothered, except the odd pervert bastard.


  He surprised me further by offering to piggyback me, or to sit on his bike, but I told him I'd manage. Besides, I thought I'd be too heavy for him and the idea of sitting the sorest part of my bum on the uncomfortable, narrow bike seat did not appeal, not at all. I didn't talk much while we walked along the road in the mid afternoon sun. Instead, I became absorbed in the unique feelings of his hand on my side above my waist moving to the motions of each stride, and his arm touching my back and the numerous casual bumps of our bodies. Those gentle, pleasant feelings, plus the ones from my arm braced across his back, revealed to me that day the enjoyment of body contact and companion comfort, experiences I'd never known. The physical touches, the closeness, the odd feeling of warmth spreading inside me, made me feel so damned good. I realised that he could be the person to open the shutters to the world I knew existed and wanted to escape to, away from my stepfather's abuse and my mother's apathy. Away from the community hatred toward me, because they couldn't understand or bother to try.


  Where does he come from? I wondered, while pulling up the wire for him to climb through the boundary fence on the track leading off the road. For despite chatting with me all afternoon, he never spoke about himself–who he is or where he lives or how he came to find me. He changed sides to support me for the rest of the way along the narrow trail near the west side of the orchard, occasionally taking more of my weight as pain spasms intensified the longer we walked. I worried about him, but when I looked his way, he smiled readily, showing concern for me and none for himself. He looked strong with his built shoulders, neck, and upper arm muscles. His chest looked solid and defined behind his skimpy tank top, with his nipples poking out a bit. Yet he simply continued with his comments about the trees, the fruits, the bees and other insects, the goats, the rabbits, the birds, all the things his alert brain detected, all the while with me feeling his comforting hand on my side. Oh boy, I thought, how different you are to the others in this town. He called a break after I yelped and bent over to a severe spasm, clutching my lower belly.


  When the pain eased, he made me lie on my back and kneeled beside me, placing his palm on my forehead, while his calm pale green eyes gazed down at me. "Please tell me what happened."


  Previously, I'd told him my stepdad had belted me for breaking a window when kicking my football. I said I'd tell him how I got hurt if he first told me his name and about himself.


  He laughed. "I'm sorry, because of the crappy state you were in, I didn't think to tell you."


  I nodded while absorbed staring at his face.


  "Andrew, but call me Drew," he said. "I'm nineteen, I'll be starting third year at Uni next month and I'm from Sydney. My parents bought the hobby farm down the road and we just moved in three days ago for the rest of their summer holidays. My dad's a partner in a law firm, my mum's a doctor, my sister lives overseas training to be a classical singer and Ross, my brother, is in the army. Now, what's your name or do I have to guess?"


  I smiled. "I'm Alex, and I've just turned eighteen. I flunked school 'cuz I'm not very bright, and have worked on the orchard here for the past couple of years, helping my parents. I strained something down here," I added, peering at my hand straddling the area to the right of my low bulge, "while trying to kick the ball too hard."


  He smiled, looking at me with raised eyebrows. I think he knew I lied, I guess I didn't sound convincing. A few minutes later we continued the walk, stopping to show him the swimming hole along the way, mentioning a cooling swim on the way back might do me good. Five minutes later, we arrived above Paddles' pond. I slid down the bank and placed Paddles beside the water. I guess he smelled his familiar surroundings for, as always, he came out of his shell, held the grasshopper I caught for him in his mouth, looked at me as if to say see ya, stepped the few paces to the water, paddled a few times then disappeared. I always felt sad and lonely watching his ripples and bubble trail, fearing I mightn't see him again, but he always returned to his favourite rock where I'd find him the following morning, basking or sleeping in the sun.


  Today was different; I wasn't lonely, for Drew stood beside me, now with his tank top slung over his shoulder. "Come, I'll show you my secret place," I said, taking his hand to lead the way toward the bank. After three strides, I stopped and looked at what I'd done without thought, amazed as I lifted my gaze to his grinning face, feeling him squeeze my hand, and then again.


  "Go on, what are you waiting for?"


  Enthused, I seemed to forget the butt pain as I led him to a narrow dry cutaway in the bank. There, my hideout spanned the two metres between the side walls, comprising a floor and roof of timber planking I'd swiped from the orchard, supported on beams of stout tree boughs I'd lodged into holes I'd cut into either side. Dead tree branches camouflaged the roof and rear.


  "Struth," Drew called as I pulled down an old, shortened picking ladder, also nicked from the orchard, to climb the two metres height. I slid an old sponge rubber mattress to the front, while Drew looked at my handiwork, including the cut-outs in the walls containing candles, fishing gear, magazines, tools, nails and other stuff. "This is cool," he said, "your own pad, away from the world."


  We sat, dangling our legs over the edge. I removed my shirt and leaned back on my hands, welcoming the sun on my chest and belly. Drew lay back, leaning on his elbows beside me, looking ahead, smiling, his tanned skin glistening, taut over his athletic body.


  "What sports do you play?" I murmured, breaking the silence.


  He turned on his side and propped his head on his hand, facing me. "Football, cricket, tennis and swimming, and I surf a lot, as well. What do you play?"


  I looked down and doodled on the sponge rubber separating us. "None. No sports group will let me play with them and no one will play with me. All I do is kick my football, play ping pong and tennis against a wall and swim in the hole."


  He stared at me then kneeled before me. "Why?"


  I moved to a half sitting position facing him. "Surely you've noticed… the tics, the stammers, the shakes, the garbled words, my fear…"


  "What causes them?"


  I sighed and started trembling. "I'm ADHD."


  He stared at me. "Hell, Alex, what a bugger!" he said, placing his hand on my upper arm. "But plenty of ADHD people play sports. I'm sure there's more to your problem than just that."


  I looked at him, then away. "I'm lonely, no friends. All of the kids hate me, because I'm different."


  "Strange, I've been worrying I might be lonely here, but not now since I've met you."


  I jerked my head to meet his gaze as his words sunk in, one by one. "Do you mean that?"


  "Of course, don't you believe me?"


  His words struck my heart. A vent opened, wrenching my body in seizures and drenching my cheeks and hands, as I hung and cupped my head, wailing in shock to the relevance of his words, hoping that the loneliness that's plagued my life is at last ending. He bound his arms across my back, drawing me to his body, and I heard his sweet, soothing whispered words. An unknown force within caused me to fold my arms around him and lay my face against his warm bare chest, heaving gasps of hope–to end and replace the despair with his friendship.


  "Hush, my friend, you won't be lonely any more," I heard him say, barely above a whisper, placing his hand on my cheek, his other sliding across my back, my body still jolting to seizures of sobs and sniffles. "Lie with me and cry your worries out of your mind," he whispered, guiding me to the mattress to lie on my side huddled to him. He encouraged me with whispers of calming words and tender strokes of my head and back as I tugged and shuddered to the remaining streams of tears. I felt special, amazed by the respect and kindness he showed me, thanking fate that this guy materialised like a spacefic-hero into my life.


  In time, I calmed, feeling a peace creep through me, feeling safe and sheltered by his arms. In that clinch of contentment, I became aware of new emotions stirring within, my brain struggling to accept the new feelings of being wanted, of having a friend, and the sensation of his hot semi-naked body against me. I also pondered the feelings of his cock pressed to me, and the meaning of his growing hardness and prodding. Mine sure boned up in response. Never before had I experienced these sensations, nor the feeling of close horny contact with someone I liked, thinking Wouldn't life be swell if that horniness is an indication of what the future might hold.


  "Feeling better?"


  I nodded and offered a weak smile. "Thanks."


  He grinned. "My mum always used to hug me like this when I was a little codger and feeling down, and urged me to get the monsters and demons out of my system."


  I smiled, as he released his arms and slid back, letting me see his body front-on once more, this time allowing my curiosity to explore, to ogle his sexy muscly chest and belly, then sneak a glance at his more prominent bulge, as mine had grown, too. He followed my gaze and grinned. "I hope I haven't creeped you out. I can't help getting horny when I practise Hypothermia Treatment during my surf lifesaving drills either. We lie with our patients like we just did, to transfer body heat, except we train with speedos on, not baggy shorts."


  I smiled and shook my head, tempted to tell him I'd love to be one of his patients. "No, you didn't. I suppose you felt me, too."


  He laughed. "I thought I felt a few twitches. Those happen a lot, in the drills, my victims responding to my live or die treatment. I must be doing okay, for all of them have survived so far."


  I laughed and moved to sit opposite him, wanting to tell him how good getting horny with him felt, but refrained. I didn't want to shock and scare him off, even if my shyness let me.


  He looked at me, then sat up, and surprised me by saying, "You look great when you smile and laugh. Your lips look like they want to sing and the freckles on your nose and cheeks want to dance under those glinting hazel eyes." I felt a tingle run up my spine and spread over the back of my head. Is this what friendship does? I wondered. He leaned forward, nudging his knees against mine as he clasped my hand. "Will you reconsider and tell me what happened to you?"


  His question hit me hard, coming unexpectedly. I flinched and pulled my hand from his, realising he knew I lied, while wanting to scream Yes, now that I've somebody to talk to, somebody I felt I could trust, somebody to listen to me and believe me and help me. Yet, could I trust him that much, so soon after meeting him? 'Cuz if he talked and my stepdad heard about my complaints, I knew I'd be minced meat. My ingrained senses reminded me, Don't trust 'em or believe 'em or tell 'em anything. I couldn't risk telling him. My shell slammed shut. "Not now," I answered, feeling upset, knowing I disappointed myself as much as him.


  He looked blank faced, nodded, tensed his lips and looked down, making me feel bad.


  "I'm sorry," I said, curling my hand over his, "I like you and feel safe with you. One day I'll tell you, it's just that I'd feel happier if I got to know you better… I feel like that swim now, wanna come?"


  ****


  "An underground spring feeds the rocky hole with clear cool water, year round," I explained as we headed its way, "making for safe swimming, while over at the far side the water is deep enough for diving from the rocks above." When we stopped by earlier, I'd told him my real dad used to take me to the hole after work each hot day and pointed to the rotted remains of a rope swing he strung up from an overhanging tree branch and the remains of a semi submerged drum pontoon he made for me years ago.


  Drew nodded and smiled, telling me he liked hearing me talk. He flexed his supporting arm around me, causing me to grin at him and draw my arm tight around his waist. I felt good knowing him, and knew the more time I spend with him, the more I'd like him.


  When we arrived, I pointed to the best place to walk in and headed there. I threw my shirt aside and dropped my shorts. Then realisation hit. I turned to face him. "I always swim here in the—"


  "Don't let me stop you. C'mon, let's get rid of 'em," he replied, slipping his under-duds down and bending over to free them off his feet, allowing me to sneak a glance at his rose. Faaarken 'ell, I thought, he's sure—


  "Well? What're you waiting for?" he challenged, catching me frozen, staring at his long, soft cock and trimmed bush. I looked up, blushing, then matched his broad grin as he placed his hands on his hips and spread his legs in a sexy way, sort of looking impatient and baiting me to drop mine. I did, though in a shy way, because my cock isn't as big or as thick as his and because I didn't feel sure about the situation. Like, is he just playing or does he want to play? I let him have a quick gawk if he wanted, and turned and ran into the water and dived forward, and heard him dive beside me and watched him trailing streams of bubbles before we surfaced and splashed around for a while. As expected, I felt immediate relief as the cool water soothed my butt, numbing the pain. He suggested a race across the thirty metres to the far side, beating me easily with his strong streamlined stroking while I wriggled and rolled in my juvenile, self-taught, country-boy style with my arms flaying and flopping and splashing about. Fate played its hand again that day I felt, for when I arrived at the rock wall, he smiled and promised to teach me to swim better.


  After monkeying around diving, bombing and jumping a few times, I suggested we dry off before the sun dips below the trees, pointing to a sloping rock I always used. I felt nervous lying on my back starkers beside him, feeling his sexiness, which Drew, with his awesome cock and body, seemed happy to show off. Why not? I thought, I would, too, if I had his great looks and stuff. I looked at him lying on his back, with his cock partly filled like mine, eyes closed and black hair matted to his scalp and forehead and over his ears. "Drew," I said in a low voice. He opened his eyes and looked at me. "Thanks for today."


  He turned on his side and propped on his elbow, his gaze darting over my face. "No, Alex. Thank you."


  ****


  Drew dominated my thoughts that night as I lay in bed in the dark of my room, bathed in happiness I hadn't known since childhood days with my real dad. I thought of the time he found me in the grass, of my rudeness and his perseverance, and of his willingness and desire to help me, eventually succumbing to his infectious happy nature.


  I wanted to hug him for helping me and becoming my only friend, a friend I felt I could truly rely upon and trust and share confidences with, though I knew I wouldn't yet. My mind returned for the hundredth time to his hot body and his mind-grabbing sexiness. I wondered whether he played a bit to tease me or showed his natural self, considering he is a lifesaver and no doubt had girls, beach babes I think they're called, crawling over him at home in Sydney. Yet, at the same time, an aspect of him intrigued me, for a couple of times I caught him sussing me. I know that secretive suss look, the same look I've used when checking out guy's cocks at the public pool in town, which makes me wonder whether he's gay. I hope you are, Drew, I whispered to myself for the hundredth time as I flogged my cock toward another, not so cummy orgasm, the second for the night. I hope you are, 'cuz then maybe, we'll become more than just friends.


  ****


  At midnight, the door to my room slammed against the sidewall, startling me awake. Clutched by fear, I stared at the figure lurching toward me in the light beam, smelling the stench of alcohol as he leaned over and dragged me by my hair.


  "Git on yer knees yer little shit, and keep yer damned teeth outta the way," he snarled.


  CHAPTER 2


  Over the next few days, I met Drew at the boundary fence each afternoon after I'd finished my jobs. We'd have a swim and sit in the hideout with Paddles, just talking stuff and getting to know each other better. Each day he'd invite me to his home only to be disappointed by my refusal. On the sixth day, I relented, hoping my step-father wouldn't rage at me when he found out.


  "Hi, Mum, here's Alex at last," Drew said as we stepped into the kitchen.


  She turned from the sink, her face a huge smile, her arms welcoming as she walked to me and placed her hands on my upper arms. "Hello, Alex. So you're the boy Drew hasn't stopped talking about all this week. Call me Sunny, everyone does, even the little nippers at the surf club."


  Her warm friendliness amazed me, the opposite to the sour demeanour my mother adopted since remarrying, after my real dad died. I said hello, while managing to prevent the tears wanting to flood my eyes.


  "I'll have a snack ready in an hour. How do grilled ham, cheese and tomato sandwiches sound?"


  "Terrific, Mum," Drew answered then turned to me. "Mum makes the best with the cheese melting all over. Let's have another swim– in our pool this time, ay?"


  He led me to his bedroom at the back end of the house, already set up as though he'd lived there for ages, not just ten days. He had a large wall-mounted plasma screen opposite the double bed, with built-in cupboards and robes to one side, to the other a desk between the windows with a large swivel chair and open laptop. Under the plasma screen sat a compact sound system with speakers mounted high in the four corners of the room, angled downward.


  "Wow." I sighed, looking around, shaking my head at the difference between Drew's bright cheery room and my dingy barren dump.


  He smiled, shut the door and opened a drawer, pulling out two speedos. "Here, try these on," he said, offering me one, ablaze with tropical flowers, then started to strip. I'd never worn speedos before. Fascinated, I held them across my groin and peered at them.


  "You'll look sexier in them."


  I looked at him, grinning, seeing him starkers, grinning back.


  "Come on, get them on."


  He waited while I stripped, then we snuck into our ultra briefs together, taking time to tuck our gear where each bit felt best, I guess some sort of guy's ritual with tight speedos.


  "Wow, not bad, Alex, very hot!"


  I laughed, eying him and then myself in the mirror, surprised at how damned good they looked on my lanky body. He stood behind me, matching my grin, his arm across my back, pressing me to him. "You look super. All the babes on the beach would go mad if they saw you, particularly with your cute taut butt." He laughed as he pinched my bum, causing me to jolt forward, showing off my package more in the mirror.


  I paused in confusion then laughed to cover myself. While I didn't mind him thinking I liked girls, I thought he'd figured I preferred guys and for that matter, had started to think he did, too. Maybe I've mistaken him, got him figured wrong.


  He grabbed my hand. "Let's hit the pool." He led me out the back, to a patio and on to a large rectangular pool. "One of the reasons we settled on this property is this pool," he explained later, "so I can keep up my training."


  I had the best time, mucking around with him, diving off the edge and swimming between his legs, and bombing, summersaulting, and throwing ball, just feeling close and up-front, all the time getting to know him better. He taught me a few tips about diving, keeping my arms, body and legs straight and head down and made me practise ten times, diving between his legs again. I swam face-up and close under him the last few times, blowing bubbles at his balls and between his legs and planted my palms on his bum cheeks to push myself through. The last time, I pulled up short, bear-hugged him from behind and dunked him. My bubble teasing had worked for as soon as we surfaced he grabbed and embraced me and I felt his hard cock pressed against me. He knew I did because I pushed my groin into him, and he rubbed his up and down against me. He didn't care, instead laughed and let me go while I giggled in my shy way. For a few moments, we stood facing each other in the waist high water, looking as though we wanted the sexy fun to continue and maybe develop. Yet we acted as though nothing of any meaning happened, just some innocent fun.


  He broke the spell. "Let me show you a few swimming tips." He demonstrated how to stroke my arms better. Later he had me lie in front of him with his arms supporting my hips and thighs to stop me moving off, while I practised the arm stroke. I didn't want to keep my head in the water as he suggested because the chlorine was stinging my eyes. Instead I kept my head above while twisting my body harmoniously to the stroke, which was so much smoother than slapping my arms onto the water while rocking and rolling abruptly like I did before. He showed me how to kick better, holding me while I practised stroking and kicking. After a couple of minutes, he let go and I took off to the wall. When I returned I was stoked and hugged and thanked him. He told me he'll bring some goggles next time he visits and then teach me how to breathe with my head in the water.


  After Sunny's delicious snack, we listened to music in his room, leaning against his bed's headboard, watching the bands on the plasma screen. Between songs, he asked if I'd like to play games. I told him I'd never played, as my stepdad wouldn't let me have a computer, mobile phone or iPod. In any case, no one ever invited me to play with them. He raised his brows and shook his head when I told him and switched the big screen to some games, collected the consoles and showed me how to use mine. Playing with him mesmerised me, opening a new world. I loved him for letting me win most of them. His mum brought us drinks and announced she intended leaving for town to meet Drew's dad and will be away for two hours. I thanked her and said goodbye as I'd probably be gone when she returns.


  Once she drove off, Drew suggested we look at the internet, asking me if there's anything I'd like to watch. I'd hardly ever seen the internet I told him, except at school, suggesting he choose.


  He picked up his laptop and mouse and settled close beside me, laying the computer across our thighs and speedos. "You're sure there's nothing you'd like to watch, nothing you'd like to know about?"


  I paused and looked at him, thinking and then nodding. "There is something, Drew, but I'm a bit uneasy talkin' 'bout the subject."


  "Just tell me and don't be shy."


  I stared at him, starting to tremble and mixing words up.


  He placed his arm around my shoulders and squeezed me to him, the touch of his cool skin against mine, feeling so good. "Settle down, my friend, and slowly tell me."


  "I just don't want you to think I'm—"


  "I won't. Now, just tell me what's bugging you."


  "Okay. Drew, I wanna know why my cock looks different to yours," I blurted.


  He looked at me, grinning and then laughed. "Is that all you're worried about?"


  I felt happy I got it out and felt good he made light stuff of my unease.


  "That's simple. I'm circumcised. You're not."


  "I know that. I wanna know why."


  "Okay, let's find out." He inserted the word circumcise in the search bar and opened the top search page, which gave, as it said, a clinical description, accompanied with photos and the reasons for the procedure. "As you see, it's an optional matter. My mum, being a doctor and believer, had me sliced, your parents didn't. Happy now?"


  I nodded, shy as, seeing my cock appearing like a battering ram stretching to the left of my vee, trying to escape the shelter of the tropical flowers, likewise seeing his, much the same, though mostly covered under the laptop.


  He looked at me, tugged my neck and grinned. "You feeling horny, too, ay?"


  I didn't know what to say. I'd never been in this situation before– being hard as a dunny door and lying beside another boned up guy who talked about sexy stuff. My blush felt like a bush fire.


  He pulled me over to lean on him again. "Don't be shy, Alex, getting hard when seeing cocks like that is normal for most guys our age."


  I nodded. "It's just a new thing for me to talk about, though I've often wanted to."


  "Well now you have me to talk to as often as you like, and I take your answer to be yes."


  I glanced at his speedo bulge, noticing it tilting the laptop. "Yeah, I'm hard as... as you are, I s'pose."


  "You reckon, do you? Like this?" He pushed the laptop down our thighs, exposing his thick hard cock raising the leg hem, wanting to slip out from under his carnival colours.


  I stared at his, wide-eyed. "Faaarken 'ell," I quipped.


  "Wanna see more?"


  I kept staring, quickly gazing at his face and then back again, probably looking like a hungry dog, slobbering while waiting for its food.


  "Judging by the look on your face, I guess you do," he said, sliding his speedos down, letting his cock bounce up and slap his belly. He then pulled the long, smooth shaft upright by pushing his balls down.


  "Faaarken 'ell," I said again, "looks like a horse's!"


  He shook laughing and hugged my neck again. "Thanks partner. Well, if I'm a horse, what're you?" He looked at mine. "Come on, show time."


  I looked at him, at his cock, and the outline of my dick, being hesitant, but at the same time excited to show, feeling happy that my first friend would be the first to see my cock hard. I held my breath as I slipped the flowers down my thighs and felt my dick stand upright, all fifteen centimetres or thereabouts, maybe even bigger– closer to two hand-holds just now– as I stared at his large eyes.


  "Wow," he exclaimed, huddling me to him, "very nice, my favourite size." I felt in heaven, I mean, didn't he just let me know he's gay, by saying his you-beaut comments about my cock? He stroked his, encouraging me to rub mine. I smiled at him, feeling good, squeezing my right arm around his back to be closer, while feeling the happiest. "Can you pull your foreskin down and show me your head?" I nodded, exposing my purplish helmet, as he exclaimed, "Oh yeah. Love that shape."


  "Drew," I said in a low voice, becoming curious, but not wanting to upset him, "I've never felt a guy before… can I—"


  "I've been hoping you would, Alex, for another guy's hand on your cock always feels so much better than your own."


  "Is that for real?"


  "Yup, would you like me to hold yours so you can get a feel of what I mean?"


  I nodded, not believing my dreams were coming true. I slipped my arm from behind his back, and crept my fingers inch by inch down his belly. He smiled, I guess at my shyness and hesitancy, and picked up and hovered my hand just above his dick.


  "All yours, now." He smiled that genuine smile as he released my hand, the smile that intrigued me the day we met; that special smile that welcomed me as his friend.


  I lowered my hand, watching as I played my fingers over the head of his sleek dick. He rammed his head back into his up-right pillow as I nudged down around its ridge, then closed my palm around its head and slowly slid down the shaft. I felt in a stupendous daze, feeling the unbelievable, unique, outta-this-world sensations, the smoothness, the heat, the pulses, the sexiness, the almost overwhelming buzzes and short circuits zapping my brain. Then something exploded in my head as I felt his hand touch my virgin cockhead, as though a liquid jelly glove enveloped it, then slide down and stroke what felt like a telegraph pole sticking out of me. I gasped and muttered odd sounds, peering at his grinning face as I came to. "Wow, you're right," I spluttered, releasing his cock to hug his neck.


  "Would you like to watch a sexy video?"


  I nodded. I'd heard about sex vids, but had no idea what they were. I returned my hand to surround his cock.


  "Have you any preferences?"


  I shrugged, again not having a clue.


  "Well, I suppose you wouldn't mind a twink vid."


  Shrugging again, I wondered what he meant. He sprang off the bed, slipped his speedos off and selected and inserted a disc into the player. In the process he gave me a drooling view of his tanned, tall muscled back tapering to his smooth trim butt cheeks split by a cute hairless crack, and crossways by a skimpy speedo shaped section of white skin. Crikey, I thought, my gaze again riveted on his colossal cock, the centrepiece of the white strip when he turned to stride the short distance to settle back on the bed.


  "Like this." He fast-forwarded the vid on his remote control to show two naked hotties about our age standing, embracing and kissing. The camera zoomed to close-ups of their lips, then lowered down their bodies to focus on their hard cocks gripped together. Faaarken 'ell, I thought, my gaze glued to the screen, while feeling my dick max out, growing to the hardest and biggest I'd ever been. The guys slid their dicks on their smooth, defined bodies, then lay together on a bed and beat each other. Eventually they came, spurting bursts of cum over their bodies and dribbling the rest over their clenched fingers. I couldn't believe such video stuff existed. I upped my beating rate of his cock as he did to mine. Soon after, I told him I was about to blow, immediately erupting, just like in the video, also feeling his warm cum flow over my fingers a few moments later. I threw my head back in ecstasy with his, wishing we'd started wanking the day we met, instead of going through that regular routine of dropping hints and not acting on them.


  After a couple of minutes panting and cooling, I looked at him, meeting his gaze and smile. "That was amazing. Thanks a million, Drew."


  He smiled. "Let's have a shower to clean up then another swim, without speedos this time."


  ****


  I didn't realise he meant shower together, to introduce me to the unreal feelings of rubbing and sliding our slippery, soapy flesh against each other. He held me from behind and slid his hands over my front, coating my chest and belly in soapy slime and also my cock and balls, which tickled and made me squirm away and laugh, only to press my bum into his groin, feeling his cock slip into my bum groove, adding further laughs. I rubbed my hands in the goo and turned in his arms to rub my front to his and slide my hands over his back and butt cheeks, feeling us bone up more. Damn, he felt good, and I realised then these moments ranked among the happiest in my life.


  He turned the water on and rubbed my cock, encouraging me to full size as the suds washed away. "Now, I've got a special treat for you," he whispered, then kneeled in front of me, placing his hands on my hips where I place mine when I have to. A tremble thundered through me, shattering my happy calm. I quaked, looking to the ceiling.


  I felt his breath on my skin.


  "Don't," I screamed.


  I felt his tongue touch me.


  "No," I screamed louder, pushing his head away. "Please don't, Drew," I begged, torn between my feelings for him and the hatred burning in my mind. I leaned against the wall tiles, shaking, sobbing, slapping the walls with my palms and fists and rolling my head at the traumas of pain and constant fear racking my body. I looked at the ceiling wondering if the physical and mental pain will ever end, then dropped my head to my chest, knowing that if not tonight, then tomorrow and the next day will be the same.


  Drew stood and cupped my head. "What's the matter, Alex? What have I done?"


  I continued wailing and quaking and rolling my head.


  "Alex. Tell me, please. What did I do to psych you out like this? I don't understand."


  "N… n… nothing."


  He clamped me to his body, his arms feeling like vice jaws, stopping my trembling, but not my laboured breathing, nor chest jerks and weeping. He held me still, protecting me, his eyes tearing. "Please, Alex, tell me, 'cuz something I've done has pissed you off, making me feel guilty and rotten."


  I stood in his embrace, amazed by his caring attitude and interest toward me. After a few minutes I managed to blabber, "It's nothing and don't get uptight or feel bad. Please! It's just a bit of ADHD hitting me."


  "Bullshit. I wish you would tell me." He raised my chin, and without warning, he kissed me…on my lips.


  Wide eyed, I stared at him through the tears. Despite my anguish, I'd never felt anything so beautiful or so gentle touch my lips in my recent life, nor had I felt anything so sincere, and heartfelt meaningful. My sobbing ebbed and I tilted my head, sliding my cheek alongside his, my willpower cracking. "I wish… I wish I could live with you, away… away from…"


  "Away from?"


  "Doesn't matter."


  "You mean the town, the people, and the loneliness?"


  I looked at him then lowered my head.


  He lifted my chin again, shook his head and returned his cheek beside mine, while flexing his embrace around me.


  "Whatever's bothering you, we'll overcome the problem together, Alex. I promise you."


  I pulled away and looked at him as a rare feeling flowed through me, a deep, profound whole-hearted emotion and warmth I only sense when I think of the memories of my real dad. New tears flooded my eyes as I stretched my lips to his and kissed him, feeling that moment of beautiful lip magic again and then sighed. "Thanks, Drew."


  For minutes, I stood in his embrace, relaxing against his strong body until calm replaced agitated nerves and the disorder symptoms. I readily nodded when he suggested another swim, a sexy swim, in the nuddy this time. Feeling brighter, I decided I needed more diving practice, and stroking. Maybe, as well, he could teach me that mouth-to-mouth thingy lifesavers do. Hell, go easy, I thought, I don't want to frighten him off, he might think I'm a whacko sex freak.


  ****


  "Alex, I want you to have this mobile phone so we can stay in touch after I return home on Sunday."


  He amazed me. He'd already given me some of his t-shirts and shorts, a cap, sandals, a snazzy pair of sneakers and a set of swimming goggles he bought in town, on top of the speedos. Yet, despite his generosity, I felt downhearted when I weighed up the pros and cons of accepting the phone, the problems and risks of possessing it unsettling my mind. "Thanks, Drew, but I can't accept—"


  "Why?"


  "Well, for one thing, I don't have any money to pay for the calls. All the dough I make goes towards my keep and clothes and medicines."


  "Alex, do you really think I'd expect you to pay them, if there are any? I pay them, not you." He explained he really wanted me to have the phone so he can talk to me, suggesting each afternoon around four-thirty, after his lectures and my swimming training at their pool. He said we can send free text messages any time, and that I'm to call him only in an emergency, that way, "the phone won't cost a bean."


  "If my stepfather finds out, he'll kill me… and smash the phone." Drew knew the restrictions and fear my stepfather exerted–I'd told him on several occasions over the ten days since we met. I'm sure he'd built an accurate picture of my home-life, except the abuse, for on occasions he dropped appropriate mean comments about my stepfather's attitudes and temper. He never hinted he knew the full terror and I never mentioned a word to make him suspicious, despite enduring a painful butt and innards four more times since we met. After each, I curled up wherever my legs carried me or on the mattress in the hideout with Paddles. Later I'd sooth my arse and wash away my tears in the cool waters of the swimming hole before visiting him.


  "I'm not worried about the phone, Alex. It's an old el-cheapo pre-paid model I keep as a spare. You're my concern and to put your mind at rest, I suggest you keep the phone on the charger in our garden shed and text and talk to me only there, out of sight. Don't take it into your home or have it on you when you're working with him. The risks are too great if, for any reason, someone happens to call and he hears it ringing. I'd hate myself if that happened."


  His suggestion won me over, being failsafe in my mind, unless my stepfather decided to prohibit me visiting their home. Now that I could swim better, Drew encouraged me to train in their pool, to build my strength and endurance. When he hinted I had a bit of natural talent, I relished the idea of finally having a goal to strive for and prove to myself I can excel if I try. And hopefully, along the way, kick some of the arses who've thrown crap at me and helped make my life hell in the past. My stepfather hadn't objected up to now, or at me wearing the clothes Drew gave me. Though knowing him, his temper and logic could swing faster than my ADHD swings.


  He sat beside me on his bed, to show me the phone features I'd need to know and then made me practise them, while he massaged my neck. When I felt confident, he pushed me down on my back on the bed and lay on his side, his head resting on his palm, his belly touching my side and our legs crossed. "I'm gonna miss you when we go," he said in a low voice, placing his hand on my lower belly. "Do you think you could sleep over Friday or Saturday night?" He splayed his fingers under the tropical flowers, through my sparse pubes and touched my shaft. "Do you?" he ask again as he enveloped my hardening cock.


  "I'd love to," I whispered, "and I'll try my damn hardest to be here both nights." If I had to lean over a stack of potting-mix bags in the potting shed ten times or lie on them and stick my legs up, I would and know every stab of pain I endured, while the bastard pumped his over-sized cock into my teen arse, would be worth every moment to be with Drew for a night. Maybe he might be considerate and use some lube. Maybe my mother might finally wake up and shoot the monster–wishful thinking of course, the way he keeps her addled by booze–but I had noticed the arguments increase in frequency and tempo lately, had noticed her talking back more and not so boozed. Maybe she's wising up, has had enough of the bottle, and is realising how run down the orchard and the house have become under her husband's laziness.


  "Hardest? Save that till you're here," he murmured, squeezing my cock again.


  ****


  "I worked extra chores," I explained to Drew, seeing him nod in delight, knowing I'd be staying both nights and all day Saturday. The fun started late Friday afternoon, nude in the pool, after his parents went shopping and on to a winery-restaurant for dinner and a show. We played tag, the idea being to chase each other to tag the other's cock, by a grope or stroke. With rules that like our hard cocks lay pinned between our bellies within a couple of minutes, and not long after, spurted over our hands under the shower, before more fun on his bed.


  We hadn't progressed much past what we did the first intimate time. Since then we cuddled, and kissed a lot and tugged each other often, and in all sorts of positions, though not nearly as much as I wanted to, for I had a hell of a lot of catching up to do.


  After our incident in the shower, I felt sorry for Drew, knowing I deprived him of pleasures he liked, and probably I would, too, if I could get the horrors out of my mind. I didn't have a problem with my cock being in his face when I straddled his chest, giving him a birds-eye view or when he stroked me there. But the moment he opened his mouth, in a sucking gesture or poked his tongue between his lips, I froze, and the hatred surfaced and the fear ripped through me, and the shaking and mumbling started. Similarly, he learned not to venture his fingers or cock near my arsehole or expect mine near his. I could cope and liked him cupping my butt cheeks, as I loved the curves of his, and enjoyed feeling his cock in my crack and between my legs and liked feeling mine between his. I also loved the buzz of coming off in the slippery slimy soap between his legs in the shower and loved to feel his cum between mine. But the moment anything went up near my hole, I clammed up.


  Likewise, I couldn't suck him, the memories revolting me; of my head being rammed and of my mouth stretched onto the grotesque penis; of the choking, as I often did, and of the vile taste and of throwing up. Drew accepted my feelings and never pressed me, though a few times, while watching vids of guys sucking and doing sixty-nines, I saw the yearning in his eyes. Those images prompted him to urge me, innocently saying, "You've got to overcome this, Alex, 'cuz you're missing so much fun," often describing the superior stimulation sucking gave over jerking.


  So, instead of being the sex vultures, like the guys appearing on the vids we watched, we took to nestling into the curves of our bodies and holding and rubbing our cocks and cupping our balls and pashing and murmuring sweet things. The early hours of Saturday arrived before we stroked off one final time, a sure way to sleep well through to dawn. Before I joined Drew in sleep, I peered at his serene body, seeing the beauty that inflamed the warmth enveloping me. I looked up into the darkness of my mind and saw Dad smiling, and felt his lips and arms and love embrace me. He confirmed what I had begun to feel, something more than merely liking Drew, something deeper, something magical.


  The family accepted Drew's preference for guys and treated him without difference, as they did of me, their love and pride in him apparent in their eyes every time I saw them looking at him. He had a fab physique and, as I recently discovered, excelled at his sports and in school, being in the top five hundred in the state in his final year. As well, he had an amazing personality and nature, the type that wins wonder by all ages as I'd sometimes seen occur on television shows. I admired and earnestly wanted him as my friend, for he's the only guy to show interest in me and care towards me and bring moments of happiness and heartfelt warmth into my life. Each day I looked forward to Drew's company, amazed that in fourteen days I'd grown from being wary of people to expecting his presence and liveliness in my life. At Saturday night's dinner, his dad, Jim, thanked me for making Drew's stay so happy and interesting for him. Sunny hugged me and looked me in the eyes and made me promise to keep in touch and to visit and stay with them in Sydney.


  I woke before him on Sunday morning feeling teary and sad. I passed the time admiring his looks I'd come to like so much, before roaming my fingers over his flesh, waking him and being crushed in his embrace, feeling his lips almost maul me in their determined intent to display his feelings. Later, we showered and had our last soapy wank, then had breakfast with his mum and dad, all of us quieter, in reflective moods. Afterward, I helped Drew pack and clean up. He also set up the charger and phone on the bench in the garden shed, placed the test kit for the swim pool water alongside and showed me the switch for the filtration pump. Then he turned, leaned against the bench and pulled me to him. "Remember, call me only in an emergency, but text me any time you like, okay?"


  I nodded. "Ring only in an emergency," I repeated.


  "I hope to return in four weeks with my brother who should be home on leave. I'll bring an old laptop and show you how to use it so we can appear on camera together, just like us watching the vid. Then we can play with these, together," he said, sliding his hand down my front to nestle over my cock and balls.


  "Yer kidding?"


  "Nope, almost like being in the flesh, would you like that?"


  I nodded, matching his sexy grin.


  "How about a quickie before I go?"


  I couldn't refuse, being already hard from thinking about wanking with him on the laptop. When we came, I collected his cum in a cloth and kept it beside the phone, "So I can smell you when I'm talking to you," I mentioned, "and get all horny again."


  He kissed me, and I kissed him back and we trembled to our emotions and stayed embraced until his dad called. We kissed one final time, locked the shed and walked to the car where I said my goodbyes to his mum and dad. I turned to Drew and hugged him, feeling my emotions in turmoil, about to crack. Tears dribbled down my cheeks at the onset of another bout of trembling in his embrace, turning to a stream as I cried my sadness over him leaving. I locked my arms around his neck, and without warning, bawled at the thoughts of the ongoing loneliness I knew I'd again face and the abuse that never ends. His mum and dad took me in their arms again, promising their early return. They took their seats in their car and drove along the driveway, Drew waving from the back seat, his eyes as wet as mine.


  I watched the car pass the orchard then disappear from sight, my gaze returning to Hell's Orchard, the usual fear and anguish stabbing my heart. I raced to the phone and texted him, I love you.


  On the Friday night, two weeks later, I rang Drew.


  CHAPTER 3


  "Alex?"


  "Drew, h… help me, please."


  "What's wrong? What's happened?"


  "He… he's laid into me with a fence… post… tried to stop him bashing Mum." Speaking, I discovered, was a real effort, having to pause every few words for breath and to nurse the pain in my right side rib area.


  I heard him running and shouting to his parents. "I don't feel good. Please help me." I wheezed and grimaced at the taste of blood still in my mouth.


  "Where are you?"


  "In your shed…"


  "Okay, wait, I'll tell Mum and Dad and flick this to conference call so we can all hear you."


  "Where is the pain, dear?" his mum asked.


  "Arms and ribs every time I move, and face, back… legs."


  "We're calling the ambulance service now."


  "They won't come if they know it's me."


  "Yes, they will sweetie. Stay still and avoid moving. They'll arrive soon."


  "G... get one for Mum too, she's…" I coughed and spat. "She's knocked 'round real bad, maybe even dead by now. She's in the kitchen."


  "Where's your stepfather?" Drew's dad asked.


  "He took off in the ute."


  "Do you know where he's gone?


  "No, sorry, I d… d… don't feel good..."


  ****


  I came to, feeling drowsy and unable to move much. I felt something gripping my right hand, and tilted my head to look, but couldn't see through the hazy swirls of fog. I looked to the ceiling and envisaged my dad carrying me on his shoulders through clouds, laughing and telling little kid's jokes and tickling my feet as we headed to the swimming hole. I tried to focus hard, wondering where I could be, yet not succeeding, still seeing objects indistinctly as though looking at them through ice blocks. I tried to move my fingers, but didn't know if I did. I must have, I realised, for I felt my hand squeezed and a brown and black shape soon hovered over me. I focused my blurry vision on it, watching it grow in size until it blotted out everything else. Then I felt my lips pressed.


  "Alex, can you hear me?"


  "D… D… Drew? What are you doing here?"


  "Oh, thank God," he said then called his mum.


  "Where am I?"


  "You're safe in hospital."


  "How long have I been here?


  "Three full days."


  "Hell, you're joking."


  "No, we've been worried about you. You've been badly knocked about, but fortunately the tests don't show brain damage."


  Vague memories of the terror came to mind. "I'm sorta phased out and can't see very well."


  "Probably caused by the painkillers and sedatives you're on."


  "My mum?"


  "She's here, down the corridor."


  I tried to sit up, only to discover straps restrained my chest, arms and legs. "Why are these things on me? I can't move."


  "They're on you to stop you moving to give your injuries a chance to heal. Your left arm is broken and in a cast. Your right arm and left leg were slashed to the bone and you took a bad hit above your eye. As well, two lower ribs are broken. So you need to be patient and lie still to give everything a chance to mend."


  Tears flooded my eyes as I erupted into fits of weeping, abruptly interrupted by a sharp pain on my side, below my right chest. I held my breath, vainly trying to wish the pain away, hearing Drew mention my broken ribs were the cause. "Thanks for saving us," I eventually managed to say. "How bad is she?"


  I heard footsteps and tilted my head, making out an image beside me. "He's awake now, Mum," I heard Drew say. "He wants to know about his mum."


  I saw her image lean over me and felt her hand on my cheek. "Thank God you rang us, Alex. Now, your mother will be fine. She's not nearly as injured as you are, having concussion, lacerations and bad bruising."


  I nodded, thoughts of the last time I saw her coming to mind, lying bloodied and face down on the kitchen floor. I recalled thinking she was dead until I heard her noisy breathing. I still felt bad that I couldn't assist her, not having the strength, or ability for that matter, to do much. "Thanks, Sunny. Thanks for coming all this way to help us. I'm sorry to bother—"


  "You're not, so don't give thought to that idea. In our eyes, you are a very courageous young man for defending your mother against that brute and for walking all that way to the phone in your injured state. I don't know how you managed with your broken arm and ribs. Now, the nurse will be here soon to feed you and replace some dressings, including your eye bandage, and make you comfortable for the evening. I'll say good night now, sweetie." I saw her image close in on me and felt her lips touch my cheek. "Sleep well. We'll be back in the morning."


  I heard her departing footsteps and felt Drew clutch my hand. "I promise you, Alex, we'll help you and I'll be by your side all the way." I heard his sniffles and saw his head block my view again. I felt his lips on mine as his hands touched my cheeks and his tears fall on me, and heard footsteps approaching. "Goodnight, my friend," he whispered, then rose.


  In those few seconds, that fuzzy warm feeling surged through me. I felt I floated in the arms of an angel in the clouds above my dad's shoulders, safe and secure in his love and trust. Now I understood that feeling that surfaced only when I thought of Dad, and thanked him for letting me share my love between him and the new boy in my life, the boy I now treasured. That I should have met him and his family I knew I shall be forever grateful.


  "Goodnight, Drew," I rasped, seeing his hazy image pass my bed, and hear him exchange his evening wishes with the nurse.


  ****


  The following afternoon I felt much the same, drowsy from the drugs and still with blurred vision, which the nurse mentioned would continue for a couple more days. Sunny and Drew visited early then returned, Drew on my right clutching my hand when I finally woke. About twenty minutes later, Jim entered with three other people who sat around the bed.


  "Alex, the police haven't found your stepfather," he stated. "They need some information to help them apprehend him. Do you feel well enough to answer some questions?"


  "I'll try."


  The blue image at the end of the bed moved. "Hello, Alex. I'm Inspector McDonald from Police Headquarters in Sydney. Do you know where he may have travelled or where he may be hiding?"


  "No."


  "Does he own firearms?"


  "Yes, two rifles."


  "Where does he keep them?"


  "In the office safe."


  "Do you know why he attacked your mother?"


  "They were arguing, then she started screaming and I ran to help her. He appeared drunk, in a rage."


  "Has he attacked your mother or you before?"


  "Not like that. He's slapped her a few times."


  "And you?"


  "I hate him."


  "Why, Alex?"


  I rolled my head to stare above, realising the moment had arrived, that the truth had to be told, that I had to unload my mind of the secret. I started trembling and felt the early signs of vomit coming on. "Get me a tray. Quick." I yelled. "I'm gonna be sick."


  Sunny got a towel to me in time, while someone called a nurse who cleaned my mess and washed my mouth with some gargle stuff. I spat the vile tasting muck into a tray and then the nurse cleaned my face. After I settled and assured them I could continue, the Inspector repeated the question. I tilted my blurry eye towards Drew and clutched his hand as best I could. "Drew, I'm sorry," I croaked as a tide of tears erupted. "Please forgive me."


  He cupped my hand, rose, leaned over me, and brushed the un-bandaged part of my forehead and cheek. "What do you mean, Alex? There's nothing to forgive."


  "Yes, there is," I said between sobs. "I've haven't been honest with you. I haven't told you stuff. You see… he's raped me—"


  "Oh god, no," Drew screamed over the rest of the commotion in the room. He slumped to his chair then leaned forward and drenched my hand with his tears amid quakes of weeping. His Mum ran to his side, pulled him to her while murmuring calming words, and leaned over to hug my neck, expressing her sorrows. The noise in the room hushed except for Drew and Sunny's sobs.


  "Please continue, Alex."


  "Inspector, he's raped me up my bum most days since he married Mum seven years ago, when I was eleven."


  "No!" Drew cried again. He squeezed my fingers tighter, then returned his wet face to my hand.


  "I'm sorry, Drew, I couldn't tell you earlier. He would've killed me if he found out."


  The voice in the white coat sounded. "Alex's testimony corroborates our examination and findings of seminal fluid in his rectum and anal tears, indicating recent, and obviously rough, penetration, Inspector. He also confirms our belief of frequent, long-term abuse."


  "Are you implying he raped the boy after the bashing?"


  "Yes, Jim."


  "Alex, is that true?"


  I nodded and heard their comments of disbelief and disgust. "I thought he'd killed Mum and was gonna kill me, too. He clobbered me on the head and flattened me, sort of half knocking me out. He dragged me by my collar into the lounge room, flopped me over the lounge chair back, and did me. He was like a savage animal, hurting me and mumbling every few seconds something that sounded like I'll get the orchard and the orchard's mine, not this little fuck-tard's. When he finished he left me there and I heard him drive off. I don't know why, but I didn't feel the pains from my ribs and arm until I got to my feet and tried walking."


  I heard Drew's agitation as I continued. "He's also whipped me and starved me and locked me in a dark room for days with only water and food in the morning and not letting me out to pee and poop." I tilted my head to Drew, deciding to let all the bad stuff out, hoping at best he won't throw up, or at worst, dump me. "And he's also forced me to take his cock in my mouth as often as he's raped me."


  Drew wailed again, clasping my hand in both of his as if praying, launching into new convulsions of bawling and hoarse gasps, and repeating, "No," over and over. Then he rose and wrapped his arm around my neck, still crying, laying his cheek against mine, saying, "I'm sorry," every few breaths.


  "Ssshhh, Drew, you've nothing to be sorry for." I whispered. "All of that's over now, he's out of my life, I hope." I felt Drew nod and calm over time, then take his seat and lean his face on my hand.


  The door opened and the nurse, who attended me when I woke, stated I should rest. I heard Jim thank her, mentioning he had two more questions and then the door clicked shut.


  "Did your mother know?"


  I nodded. "She knew what he did to me, but never helped me or stopped him, even when I screamed in pain and begged him to quit."


  "Oh, no, you poor, poor boy," Sunny exclaimed, while others muttered insults. "How could she?"


  "He could have been drugging her with booze and other stuff. She appeared out of her brain a lot. Often she couldn't cook meals, so ordered pizzas and Chinese and other stuff."


  "Why didn't you report all these terrible abuses to the police?"


  "I did, Jim, but they wouldn't listen to me. Neither did the teachers or the hospital people or anybody else I spoke to."


  Everyone in the room remained silent, as though stunned, I thought, until Sunny spoke. "I can't believe this happened. Are you saying nobody, not even in the hospital, helped you?"


  I nodded.


  "What type of hospital is this? Have they forgotten the oath?"


  "That's what I intend to find out, Hon." Jim answered.


  "Thank you, Alex," the Inspector said, rising. "I'm sorry to cause you this anguish. I hope to have good news for you soon."


  The doctor, Jim and the other image, who had never said a word, left with him. I could hear them talking in the hall, hearing Jim say revolting attitudes, the Inspector agree, and an old man's voice suggest they go to his office, before Sunny shut the door.


  She leaned over, brushing hairs off my forehead and rubbing my cheek. "How are you feeling?"


  "Washed out, Sunny, but relieved it's out in the open at last. I wouldn't mind a drink of water."


  While she poured a fresh cup at the nightstand alongside, I asked how they were feeling.


  "We're shocked, appalled and disgusted, every one of us."


  "I'm sorry you got hit with all this," I murmured after sucking the straw she held to my mouth.


  "I'm glad we did," Drew said, his voice phlegm laden. "No one, especially a super guy like you, should ever have all that happen to them, should they, Mum?"


  She didn't answer. Instead I saw her head loom over me and felt her hands cup my neck and thumbs rub my cheeks below the bandages and heard her say, "No, no one, particularly you, Alex…"


  Their care and words brought tears to my eyes, again.


  "A beautiful boy whom we all admire, especially…"


  I choked and coughed as I recognised Drew's head lean beside hers.


  "My lovely son, Drew, who loves you very—"


  I saw his head loom lower and his hands replace Sunny's and felt his hair fall to mine, forming a curtain beside our eyes, obliterating most light. I felt his moist lips press mine…and heard his sweet soft voice confess his love to me. I kissed his lips back and back again. In those moments I knew my life's destiny, committed to the words I whispered, "I love you, Drew."


  "I'll leave you two alone," his mum announced. "Call when you need me, Drew."


  Soon after the nurse returned and shooed Drew to leave to let me rest, suggesting he return after dinner.


  "What time, Angie?" Drew asked.


  "I'll let you in at six, after the children and special patients are fed. On second thought, maybe you might like to assist us by feeding your friend, after all, he is special to you, considering the hours you've spent waiting. So be here at five."


  "Thank you!" he answered, then pecked my cheek and said goodbye.


  "Why are gay boys so gorgeous looking?" she whispered on a sigh.


  "Guess we're born lucky," he quipped, drawing my smile. Through my blurry eye, I saw his tanned face, I guess, peck the nurse's, realising in that moment we had an ally, reckoning she knew what young love is about, even between guys.


  "You're just like my cousin, Brad, in Bathurst, and just as cheeky. Now, out of here."


  "Thanks Angie. See you and that gorgeous hunk in bed, at five."


  "Waiting? What do you mean?" I asked after Drew had left.


  "Sweetie, he's been sitting beside you, holding your hand almost every hour since you came out of surgery on Saturday morning."


  ****


  "I loved you on the first day we met, Alex, and fell in love with you within days, falling deeper every moment I spent with you."


  "I'm amazed you chose me, considering, with your great looks and personality, you could have chosen a dazzler. Why me, a country twit with all my problems?"


  "Simple, I liked you, and you're not a country bumpkin." he said, balancing on his left side on the small amount of bed space beside me, after easing the chest strap and releasing and moving my bandaged right arm closer to me. We wasted no time to take up Angie's offer when she collected my dinner items, letting us know lights will be out at nine and she'd ensure we're not disturbed in the meantime.


  "You were a difficult critter at first, but that became part of the challenge, to help you and get to know and understand you. Once you opened up, I grew to love your unassuming, innocent nature and friendliness. You're so sincere, the most natural person I've ever met, and added to your beaut country-style manner and stud-muffin spunkiness, my heart melted over time. Of course," he whispered to my ear, "the sexy fun we had, put cream on the muffin."


  "Thanks Drew," I said, smiling. "But tell me, what's a stud muffin?"


  "Don't you know? It's a delicious piece of eye-candy that comes soft in parts like here," he whispered, placing his lips on mine…"and hard elsewhere, particularly here," he continued, rubbing his hand lightly over my cock. He chuckled and I smiled and added a couple of laughs before a stab of rib-pain quietened me.


  "Drew, please hug me."


  He looked at me, and placed an arm over my chest and the other under my neck and pulled my cheek to his. "Like this?"


  I nodded and thanked him and said I wished I could hug him back and asked him to kiss me and later asked him to let me kiss him all over his face, which I did, ending back on his lips. "I want to tell you something," I said, as he sat down and held my hand. "I couldn't understand the meaning of the fuzzy sensation that I kept feeling, until yesterday. The feeling always touches me every time I have quiet moments thinking of my real dad, and used to happen when I thought of times with my mother before she re-married. I know I'm slow and not the brightest, 'cuz it's taken all this time to work out. That feeling is the warmth that spreads through me when I'm thinking of someone I love deep down, someone special. I want you to know I felt that feeling when I stood in your arms the first time we showered together."


  He squeezed my hand. "I hope I'll always stir that feeling in you."


  "You do, Drew, just as I'm feeling it now…you took me as I am as your friend without doubt or question, and now I look back and know I loved you for that and loved our friendship and loved the sexy times and stuff. Then yesterday I realised the meaning–that feeling means I love you as deeply as the only other person I hold in my heart."


  He tightened his grasp again. "Thank you, what you've said is so beautiful and means the world to me."


  I asked him to kiss me and when he did, we French kissed and my cock became restless and I told him I'm missing his tender touch. I grinned and he laughed. "Mine's missing yours, also."


  "I hope I get better soon, so we can fix that problem. I missed you after you went home and the fun we had. You know, I'm the biggest fan of your hot cock."


  "You're the only fan, my friend."


  "Aren't there others?"


  "No, there have been a few in the past, but only you since we met. I'm the biggest fan of yours, you know. I hope there aren't hundreds of others you haven't told me about."


  "Thousands, not hundreds, get my diary and I'll tell you who's coming tonight."


  He laughed. "I love seeing that smile on your face. It makes you look so damned hot-looking and sexy."


  I laughed with him. "Thanks, Drew, though I know I'm not feeling hot, at the moment, sexy yes– hot no."


  "Mmmm, sounds like it won't be long before you're chasing and ravishing my body again with your sexy paws and hot lips."


  I grinned. "How long, do you know?"


  "Mum mentioned you'll be in bed for a few more days and in hospital for another week, while the docs keep monitoring you. If your ribs don’t complain, you should be able to get around in a wheelchair too. After then, you’ll be ready to leave, though still using a wheelie for another five or six weeks. You should be able to see properly and use your right arm in a day or two. Your arm had a deep gash, requiring a lot of stitches, also your leg."


  "Drew, where will I go when I'm released? I don't want to go back to the house with that mother of mine. She couldn't cook an egg to look after herself, let alone help me."


  "Don't worry, my friend. Remember my promise yesterday, we'll look after you."


  A hair-standing feeling spread through me as I wondered why fortune favoured me to meet Drew, why fate came my way some five weeks ago. Without him, I'd be lying here lonely and desperate, probably worse. "This has stuffed up my swimming training."


  He laughed. Well, I'll teach you other things, which I'm sure you'll like, before Uni starts in two weeks."


  "Such as?"


  "For one, you'll need to tone up your arm muscles again and I know the perfect exercises."


  "What are they?"


  "Massaging our cocks in the spa. Do you think you'll like that? We'll start with your right arm and then the left, once the cast is off."


  "You've got it all worked out, haven't you?" I smiled my dirty smile. "Whose spa?"


  "Ours, at home."


  "You mean you'll take me to your place in Sydney?"


  "That's my plan, at least until you're recuperated, sharing my bedroom and bed, of course, so I can care for you, every night."


  "You keep surprising me."


  "You're worth every surprise I can come up with."


  I laughed. "You've got sex on the brain!"


  "I'm not the only one, my sexy spunk."


  "Could I have another drink of water, please? And talking of water, I wonder how Paddles is."


  "I'll get him and bring him in tomorrow, if you like."


  "I'd love to see him."


  "I know, he means a lot to you, doesn't he? Here's the straw."


  "Thanks. Yes, for at times–the very bad times–he helped me remain sane. I used to talk to him for hours."


  "I understand that, now."


  "I'm sorry I couldn't tell you earlier. The bastard always threatened he'd lay into me if he heard I'd reported his abuses. After what he did on Friday night, I reckon he would have killed me. He acted like a maniac. Absolutely mad, worst I'd ever seen him."


  "Let's not talk about him, please. I knew you lived a hard life, but always felt you hid something from me. Now it's all in the open, you've answered my concern and made me respect and appreciate you more. Your courage and strength are astonishing."


  He leaned his lips to touch mine, then again, and again. "I'm very, very, proud to know you."


  "Thanks, Drew," I whispered as tears formed and ran to my ears. "I suppose you now understand my hatred about being sucked or sucking."


  "Yes, I can, but I'm hopeful you'll get over it. I expect you will if you let me help. You'll be amazed how great sucking feels when done right, babe. Do you like chocolate by any chance?"


  ****


  A seed of apprehension took root in my head, disturbing my sleep. It propagated to a lurking fear, irritating the unconsciousness of my mind. Not long afterward, my dread bloomed into all out panic, waking me to a dull consciousness, trembling, sweat covered and moaning. I flung my head from side to side, determined to break my bindings and run to Drew to warn him. "Let me outta here," I screamed. "I've gotta get to him."


  The door opened and I saw the vague shape of a nurse approach. "Calm down, Alex," she demanded, "you've had a bad nightmare."


  "No, I haven't," I shouted, "I'm serious. We've gotta stop Drew."


  "Calm down and stop shouting and disturbing other patients!"


  "I'm sorry, Drew's in danger, please help me. What's the time?"


  "Ten past nine."


  "Hell, he's probably on his way! Please ring his dad and let me talk to him. You've got his number in your office."


  "I hope this isn't a game, Alex."


  "It's not, I promise, as you'll hear 'cuz you'll have to hold the phone to my ear."


  She returned within two minutes, plugged the phone and rang the number. The ringing finally stopped. "Hello, Jim Hend—"


  "Jim, is Drew there?"


  "Alex? What's th—"


  "This is urgent, Jim. Is Drew there?"


  "No, he's gone to collect your turtle."


  "Oh, hell! I wailed. "You've got to stop him. Ring him now and tell him."


  "Why? What's this about?"


  "I've worked out where the bastard must be hiding– in my hideout– and Drew's heading straight to him."


  "Christ, no! Are you sure?"


  "Yes. Where else would he be? I know I'm right."


  A few seconds later he cursed, "Dammit, he's left his phone here." I heard him ask Sunny to call Inspector McDonald. "I believe you. Give me the directions and I'll run after him."


  "Be careful," I said after telling him where to find the track and then wept. "Please save Drew," I babbled, hearing Sunny's soothing voice take over. "I don't want Drew hurt, Sunny," I blurted in double speed, feeling my typical ADHD symptoms firing up. "I'm sorry to have dragged you into this mess. Somehow, he must have found out about my hideaway. Oh God, please protect Drew, please."


  "It's not your fault, Alex. Please calm down."


  The nurse took the phone. "Nurse Nolan here, Doctor Henderson, We're about to wash and feed him. Hopefully, he'll quieten down. If not, I'll get a doctor to look at him."


  I kept weeping while she washed and dried my face, neck and hair, and pulled the covers back and opened my nightshirt to wash what she could between the bandages and attend to my plumbing needs. Her pampering eased my tensions. When finished she took my hand and asked what I wanted for breakfast. I answered my usual, "Just a cuppa tea and toast with Vegemite."


  "Don't you ever eat anything else for brekkie?"


  I smiled and rocked my head.


  "Angie will feed you as I'm about to knock off now. After you've eaten, try to rest, sweetie. I'm sure Drew will be safe because he knows you need him and he needs you. Believe me."


  I nodded, curling my fingers around hers, feeling more strength in them, realising also that my sight is improving.


  She unplugged the phone and dimmed the light. As soon as she left, my thoughts turned to Drew and Paddles…and that evil madman, feeling helpless by not being able to assist my two friends when they needed me.


  CHAPTER 4


  "I saw Paddles on his rock and waded into the pond to collect him. When I turned around to leave, he stood on the bank, facing me, holding a rifle in his hand. He looked a mess, unshaven, grungy, and barefooted. I realised he had to be him. He looked wild and threatening."


  "Weren't you scared?"


  "To be honest, he scared the shits outta me, Alex. That rifle really flipped me. Then he snarled, Who the hell are you? and before I could answer, Are you the new kid he's been seeing? I nodded. What're you doing here, on my property? I held Paddles up for him to see. Getting this, to take to Alex in hospital, I replied. Gimme that, he screamed. No bloody way, I yelled, then tossed Paddles across the water, thankfully seeing him splash and disappear below before the bugger could aim a shot. Poor Paddles, I thought, hoping he'd survive okay."


  "He has, thanks to you," I said, rubbing his shell and then Drew's hand.


  "When I turned to him, he had the rifle aimed at my chest. He scanned me from head to water level, just below my knees, a couple of times, looking crazy. He screamed at me to move to those round rocks on the bank. He just raved, shouting things like he's gonna teach me a lesson and just like I did to them for stealing the orchard from me… this is mine… not his. I figured he was a gutless weakling needing a weapon and spinning his hate, his rage and fear to be dominant. I knew I could knock his brains outta him in a fistfight"


  "Drew, what did he mean by that, stealing the orchard from me... this is mine, not his? I don't understand"


  "I don't know, but Dad and your local lawyer will be in after lunch. Maybe they'll be able to tell you."


  "Okay, seems he was off his rocker."


  "He certainly seemed so, in my books. Anyway, I waded to the bank and stepped to the rocks, watching him still aiming the rifle on me. I faced him, seeing his gaze roam over me again from under his black bushy brows, noticing him lick his lips and his hands start to tremble. Take yer top off, he ordered. I did, and when he looked me over, I flexed my muscles and felt certain I saw doubt creep into his face. Yet, as I expected, because he believed he had the upper hand with that rifle in his hands, he demanded I drop my pants. I did, making sure I stepped out of them. I stood upright and swirled my cock at him, and turned and bent over and wiggled my arse at his face. I heard him approach, saying, Don't you fuckin' play games with me…and saw his feet come into view as I watched between my legs. He finally stopped behind me and when I saw his pants start to bag at his ankles, I sprung up and turned and smashed my fist into his chin."


  "Wow, what happened then?"


  "Hurt my hand to blazes, my punch did, but I stunned the bum. He lurched backwards, stumbled over and dropped the rifle. I picked it up by its barrel and swung the stock high, like swinging my cricket bat to hit a six. He screamed as I smashed the butt into his jaw as he tried to get up. Then I smashed the whole stock onto his chest, while he cried, No, please, don't hurt me and stuff like that. I kept hitting him, from his chest to his balls, and walloped his jaw again, telling him this is pay back for what he did to you and your mum, as well as for trying to rape me. I didn't stop until I heard Dad shout at me from above, at the same time hearing sirens in the distance. The prick was a bloody mess, just lying there jerking in pain and howling. I threw the rifle away as Dad scrambled down the bank, ran the short distance and threw his arms around my neck, relieved to know the bastard hadn't touched me."


  I could feel a rush of emotions and started sniffling. Drew rose, bent over and placed his cheek beside mine. I managed to say through all the crying noises and gunk in my mouth, "You're awesome." In that moment, I moved my lower arm for the first time, leaning my wrist against his side. He felt my fingers, twisted about to grip my hand and carefully lifted my whole arm around his neck, then returned his lips to mine. I felt so damned proud being in the arms of my superman and being able to cuddle him. I thanked him, telling him how happy I am that he whipped the bugger, whispering that I'm the only one who can touch him.


  He flexed his arms around me and kissed me, slid under my embrace and returned my arm to my side, then sat and continued. "That's when the shock hit me. I started shaking, feeling acute adrenaline rushes and leaned against Dad, standing there in his arms, still naked, until the cops arrived. Their presence sorta made me realise the danger and anger was over, yet also made me wonder how Dad and them turned up.


  "I showed the cops where I threw the rifle, while Dad rang Mum with the news. Later they told me the breech was empty, however the magazine contained some bullets. They mentioned the injuries I caused him would be recorded as Sustained from the victim's defensive actions. I'm sorry to break my oath to you but I had to show Dad and the cops your hideout, which they searched and found the other rifle and some ammo and cans of food and booze. They intend to interrogate him when he comes round. I asked them to find out for you how he knew about your hideout. The reports you and I heard this morning on the radio told the rest of the story."


  I nodded and told him to forget about the oath. Angie brought me a radio, after Sunny alerted her, to let me hear the news flashes and bulletins. After a massive manhunt, police arrested the fugitive this morning on a tip-off… captured on an orchard near Orange… in hospital under police guard… is expected to be charged with numerous sexual and physical assault offences and others including misappropriation and theft.


  "When we returned to the pond, I saw Paddles back on the rock, sunning himself, and looking at the commotion on the bank. I knew that bastard would have smashed Paddles with the rifle butt, given a chance. He seemed to hate you so much and wanted to deprive you of any happiness. I fetched Paddles and walked home with Dad. We stopped at the swimming hole and I had a quick swim. That dip really revived me, making me feel good and damned happy with what I'd done. We jogged the rest of the way home. When we arrived at the fence, I asked Dad how he and the cops found out. He put his arms on my shoulders and related the story. You really won his heart you know, he's so impressed with you and said we all owe you a big thanks—"


  "No, you don't."


  "Alex, I suggest you don't argue with him. He's regarded as one of Sydney's better brains at criminal law, so when he says something, just accept it."


  "Okay, but just know, I owe you as much for single-handedly beating the shit outta that bugger. So we're even, my spunky super-hero!"


  He laughed and rubbed my cheek. "I hope your nightmare's over now, babe."


  I stared at him, my eyes welling in new tears, tears of love now. "My champ, I can't wait to show you how grateful I am."


  "Make that soon, my sexy man." He rose and whispered to my ear, "Don't know 'bout yours, but my cock's gettin' damned lonely."


  ****


  "Your father and his predecessors were very clever with the bequeathing of the property, to ensure the asset remained within the family and passed to future generations of your bloodline." Harold Hardwick stood at the end of my bed, beside Jim, who introduced him as my lawyer. I quickly grew to like his old gravelly voice, kindly and countrified, no wonder Dad and his dad used this country gentleman to handle their affairs. In fact, Harry, as he asked me to call him, even knew my great granddad for a short time.


  "In effect, the estate is owned by a company whose shares are passed down by the first son to his first son born from marriage or civil union. Inheritance occurs upon the death of the father or upon his son turning eighteen years of age, whichever is the latter."


  "What? Do you mean—"


  "That's right, Alex, the estate became yours on the day you turned eighteen, nearly two months ago. However, numerous conditions apply, covering circumstances of premature death of any party, divorce, re-marriage, no natural sons, adoption, surrogacy, incapacitation, and so on. In your case, your mother acquired guardianship upon your father's premature death, you being a child at the time. That guardianship ceased upon you turning eighteen when you assumed ownership, despite her re-marrying.


  "It seems your mother failed to inform her second husband of that detail, giving him the illusion he gained ownership to at least half of the estate and business by marriage right, apparently a custom of his native Balkan homeland. Whether that is true or not, I don't know.


  "He appears to have intercepted the letters I posted to you and your mother two days before he assaulted both of you. I didn't advise you earlier of your inheritance, expecting all necessary documentation would be in place to effect transfer of ownership on or before your birthday or soon thereafter. Unfortunately, the process of dealing with state government and municipal departments during the Christmas holiday season proved onerous. My letter outlined your position and requested your attendance at my office to sign the documents and discuss the preparation of your will.


  "The estate company owns the land, buildings and the trees. For taxation and financial security reasons, another company owns the business of the orchard. It owns the machinery and attends to the maintenance, labour, harvesting, packing and marketing of the produce. I, and the company's accountant, Albert Preston, hold one non-equity share each and are joint custodians for your father's ninety-eight shares, until you reach the age of twenty-five. By then you are expected to have acquired the skills to take over running the businesses. Should you decide not to assume control or become unable to, we have the option to appoint a manager. Presently, we have a caretaker manager in attendance."


  He went on to explain that, by nuptial agreement, my mother didn't have right of ownership in the company. She did receive a significant share of the profits, providing her well above the thresholds of the Family Law Act, as re-imbursement for her role in the company and the family relationship. Some role, I thought. Up to now, he added, my stepfather had received a market-commensurate income for his contributions.


  "Naturally, in view of these terrible events, those payments have ceased and options exist for the company to seek reimbursement, in addition to the civil and criminal claims and damages you are entitled to. This includes, we have discovered, wages deposited into your bank account that your stepfather siphoned for his use, a sizeable amount.


  "As for your present position, to maintain ownership of the property, all you need to do is to attest in your will, your first son will inherit the property in accordance with these terms. If in time, you do not marry a woman, you may select from the alternative avenues, when of course, you wish to do so. An old codicil, an attachment, remains unaltered, which determines avenues in event you die without an heir. Alex, for the time being, until your circumstances change, I suggest you use the standard will, which your father and his father used. Are you in agreement?"


  "Yes, of course, Harry. If it was good enough for Dad, it'll be fine for me."


  "Further, for your peace of mind, and mine, I would like you to authorise Jim to scan all documents to ensure they represent your interests. I've already asked him, and he's agreed to do so. Are you in agreement?"


  "If you insist, yes, I am, though I'm sure I can trust you, if that's the reason."


  "Thank you, Alex. The reason is not a matter of trust, young man, it's because I'm getting on in years and my eyesight is not the best these days. I want to ensure the documents are correct and inclusive, that is, that I haven't omitted parts, particularly with such sizeable and valuable assets involved. In Jim, I couldn't have a better person for the job."


  "I see. Thank you for your care, and thank you also, Jim."


  "Upon signing the documents, you shall receive all dividends paid by both companies since your father's death, which have been held in trust by Albert and me, including an interim dividend from the proceeds of the Christmas cherry harvest. The harvest produced a reasonable return this season, although down on the previous year due to the untimely rains."


  "Are you able to write your signature?"


  "I should be able to scratch something, Jim."


  "That will be fine."


  "Finally," Harry added, "When I bring the documents for you to sign in a couple of days, I shall bring some items your father entrusted me to present to you when you turned eighteen. Other items are too large to bring here, so I'll deliver them when convenient with you. Please forgive me for the delay, but in retrospect, it is fortuitous I did, for a sizeable amount of cash is included. If I had deposited the monies in your bank account—"


  "Struth, Harry! You never know what the bastard might have done to Mum and me if he'd discovered that money in my account back then, not to mention, what he would've done with it."


  "Thank you, Alex. Now, my last point, I do suggest you continue to use Albert as your accountant, financial and investment adviser, at least in the interim. As well, I'll be happy to continue to serve as your legal representative, if you so wish."


  I wished I could see Harry. He seemed such a dignified, grandfatherly type of gentleman. "Of course, I do, and please let Albert know, also."


  Harry moved to stand beside us and press my hand and Drew's together. Then that old country fellow, with his white hair and beard I could make out in my gaze, said in his soft, lilting voice, "I'm deeply sorry and disturbed by the violence and abuse you suffered. I wish I had known. Thank God, it's now in your past. To you, Alex, and you, Drew, I have nothing but respect and admiration for your courage. God bless you, boys."


  ****


  Two mornings later, I could see the numbers on Drew’s old mobile, and celebrated by ringing and telling him my sight had returned at last, just in time to sign the most important documents in my life. Considering the jarring my head took, I wondered if spending all of yesterday solely with Drew and Paddles, had hastened the recovery. They made me feel so cool and calm, without the fear disturbing my mind, instead just happiness and the love I shared with them.


  From my viewpoint, the day put the lid on that bubbling cauldron of torment I'd lived in for years. I felt a different person, even when Angie washed me, and commented on a couple of dried white spots on my belly. I blushed what felt like the heat of a bonfire, and forced a smile, but then surprised myself by saying, "Oh well, just boy's stuff."


  She laughed and replied, "Not much for a wet dream." I wriggled with laughter as best my ribs would allow, not knowing if she was joking or serious. I promised myself that we'd take her out to dinner when I'm human again… and let her in on the secret.


  I'd felt so upbeat yesterday that when Drew suggested we end our drought, I was all for it and decided to take the risk with him. Drew wedged the back of a chair under the door handle, then slipped under the bed covers, lay on his side and lifted my hand onto the steel hard rod of his hot cock poking out of his fly. I touched its tight flesh and stroked a few times as he grabbed mine and leaned his lips to my face. In no time, our heavy breathing matched the frenzied cock-tugging under the covers, relishing our first time together in over three weeks.


  ****


  I stared at Harry when he walked in, seeing him clearly for the first time and sighed in my mind, knowing I'd made the right decisions. For I considered Harry more than a gracious, wise old country gent; he's the type of bloke that helped shape the history and folklore of the land and country lifestyles and values. He’s the type that Banjo wrote about in his poems that Dad used to read to me in front of the fire on a winter’s night, like the Snowy horsemen and the western drovers.


  Harry presented a string of tax, share, company, banking, municipal and other documents which I signed, the ones requiring witnessing attended by Jim and Sunny. At my request, I had Drew sign them as well, 'cuz I had another premonition, this time that he'd be involved in all these matters one day, one way or another. Harry then gave me his itemised listing of the dividends, which he'd banked into a short-term interest bearing account in my name earlier in the morning for me. When I looked at the amount, I almost puked. "Holy hell, Harry, you must have made a mistake!"


  "No mistake. Now, do you see the big jump in return in this year and thereafter," he said, pointing to the tenth year on a graph of the last twenty years. "That happened the year your dad died, after buying the Arnold's orchard adjoining the eastern boundary, along the road. Such a shame he never saw the benefit of his foresight."


  "I remember the day he purchased that orchard. He and Mum were so happy."


  "They were, Alex, which now brings me to the reason for showing you the graph. I happen to know the property adjoining your northern boundary, at the back of the orchard, will be on the market soon. The owners, the Bethwaites, knew and respected your dad, however would have nothing to do with your mother's second husband. I recommend you consider purchasing it. I'm sure they'd consider a fair market price rather than go to auction. What do you think?"


  "Struth, Harry, you hit me with this, already?" I chuckled and saw him rock back and grin, along with the others.


  "As your father knew, fortune favours the swiftest of the brave."


  "Will this," I queried, holding up the deposit receipt, "cover the purchase?"


  "Not quite, though I'm sure I could arrange favourable vendor terms for the balance. This means they would fund the balance on reasonable terms until the company can pay it from future harvest earnings, which Albert expects in four years maximum. That's not taking into account the damages you can expect awarded from claims against your stepfather and mother."


  I looked at Drew. "What do you think?"


  "Because Harry recommends you do, I'd buy, but it's your call."


  "Very well then, let's buy, Harry."


  "Excellent, m'boy, the best decision you could make."


  I smiled and looked back at Drew and squeezed his hand, knowing the best of my life's decisions I ever made was to let him seduce my mind and then my heart.


  Sunny called a break and arranged tea, coffee and biscuits, the butterscotch bickies being my favourites because the wet part wouldn't fall off on my chest or chin after Drew dunked them in my mug and put them to my lips followed by my straw. Drew loved Tim Tams, covering his lips in the melted chocolate after dunking them and sticking his choc covered tongue out to me, hidden from the others by his hand. My oath, he looked sexy, I wanted to suck that tongue and smudge his lips against mine so much.


  After Drew cleared the cups, Harry asked, "Have you given thought to our discussion two days ago, about your mother?"


  "I have," I replied, remembering the chat with him and Jim, wishing they hadn't asked, but as they explained, the police needed to know.


  "Do you like your mother?" Jim asked.


  "No."


  "Why not?"


  "Because…" I told them my mother knew that step-sadist-mongrel molested me and never tried to stop him. She denied and laughed when anybody queried her about my complaints of abuse, saying I'm crazy, stating my ADHD and the meds were making me madder and dumber every day, and more prone to making wild claims. She sided with him and protected him, shocking me, not believing she had any idea of the physical pain her husband caused me. The only good thing she did was not tell that animal, for if he knew I'd told people, I'd have been a goner. I said I couldn't believe she ignored my pleas to give me painkillers after his attacks. "As a result, I don't hate her, but don't like her or feel sorry for her. One thing's for sure, there's no love between us, not from me."


  "Then why did you defend her last Friday night?"


  I thought for a few moments before answering. "She is my mother, Jim, the only family I've got, a basic instinct in me, I s'pose, that I can't turn my back on regardless what I think of her. That scum bastard should not have attacked any person, particularly a woman, the way he did. It's not right. I don't know whether I tried to stop him attacking her or tried to save her."


  I heard Jim and Harold talk between themselves, then Jim announce, "As we previously mentioned, you have the option to have a variety of criminal charges laid against her by the police or press civil charges by suing her through the courts. Or you can choose not to proceed with any charges, of course."


  "Well, this is what I've been thinking. If the police charge her, she'll be jailed for years. So, in return for not pressing charges, I want her to pay me for the hurt she brought on by standing by and not helping me against that thug of her husband. She can afford to pay a reasonable amount for the torture I went through, 'cuz she received a large insurance payout when Dad died, which she invested. Second, as you suggested, she is to be my witness and testify against him, if needed. Last, when she's released from hospital she can live in the house for three months, then she must leave and never return. What do you think?"


  "Considering the abuse you've suffered for seven years, I think you're being more than fair. I'll assist Harry in this matter and get back to you with her response. To be honest, I think she'll jump at the opportunity. Inspector McDonald has made her aware of her position, facing charges covering issues of parental neglect, complicity in assault and sexual offences, including underage crimes, and so on."


  "Thank you, Jim. I might mention, when I recover and return to the orchard, I'll live in the guest's quarters. In time, I'll demolish that old house with all its bad memories. The building is so old and dilapidated now, only good for firewood, anyway." I looked at Drew, flexed my handgrip, and said, "I'll do that after I've built a new house overlooking the swimming hole, where my happiest memories are."


  ****


  Inspector McDonald arrived spot on his agreed meeting time of three the following afternoon. He advised my stepfather had already been charged with numerous assault, firearm and theft counts and now needed my signature on my statement to enable them to proceed with charges for all offences committed against me. Jim helped me prepare the document with an officer who typed all the guff on a laptop earlier that morning.


  "I've checked the document on your behalf, Alex," Jim said, passing me the Inspector's clipboard folder and pen. "You just need to sign on the line."


  I felt jubilant after signing all copies. "Just make sure you throw every charge you can at him."


  "Rest assured we will, Alex. Yours will be a worst category case. He'll be put away for twenty-five years, maybe more, on the underage offences alone."


  "Good."


  "You'll also be pleased to know we're transferring him from here to a prison hospital, as we speak."


  "I hope I never have to see him again."


  "In the likely event he confesses, you'll never need to. Now that your mother has agreed to settle with you, her evidence alone will sink him if he's stupid enough to defend."


  "His confession will simplify and speed your damages claims against him," Jim mentioned.


  I flopped my head into my pillow and tightened my hold of Drew's hand, muttering, "Finally, she will have helped me. Pity she didn't ages ago, when I used to love her."


  Inspector McDonald rose, latched his brief case and then locked his unblinking gaze on me. "Alex, this is my last visit to you. Before I go, I want to extend my apologies for the shocking, neglectful behaviour exhibited to you by officers of the local police station during your times of anguish and need. As you are aware, their neglect of duty and care has resulted in two dismissals and two reprimands and demotions. I want you to know that on my return to Sydney, I intend submitting a report to my superiors, recommending you are compensated for the misconduct shown to you by those officers. Additionally, I'll support Jim's intended application for compensation from the Victims of Violent Crime scheme."


  "Thank you," I murmured.


  "Oh, one final matter, Drew asked us to ascertain how your step-father discovered your hideout. When the question was put to him, he answered he became suspicious after seeing you carrying some timber and hearing your hammering, and followed you one day. He gave no reason why he kept his discovery a secret; for no good intent, one presumes. He also confessed he hid his vehicle behind pallet stacks in one of the sheds, however has not indicated why he did so. We have several theories, one being he intended to use the vehicle as another hide-out, and to flee in it when our search cooled off."


  "Just shows how creepy and slimy he was."


  "Yes. I must be on my way," he said, shaking my hand and Drew's, adding "my best wishes to you both."


  He shook Jim and Sunny's hands and departed, his brisk footsteps along the corridor resounding in the silence of the room. I thought in those moments a curtain began closing on my past and a window opened a tad on my new life.


  CHAPTER 5


  "Don't feel embarrassed to stay with us, please," Drew begged, time and again, reminding me of his promise.


  One afternoon, Sunny wheeled me across the road to a seat shaded by a large gum tree in the park opposite the hospital. My ribs ached each time the wheelchair rocked, but I bore the pain, being happy to be outside in the sun at last. There she took my hand and told me not to feel uncomfortable to convalesce at their home, emphasising that Jim and she wanted me to stay with them as Drew's companion. She went on to say, "We haven't seen Drew as happy in the last year as he's been since he met you. For, while Drew's a popular boy, he's sad and lonely in his heart, because he's still coming to terms over losing his best friend in a surfing accident over a year ago—"


  "Oh, no," I cried, leaning back, fighting the impulsive tears that wanted to drown my eyes, amazed how that beautiful boy could offer me so much care and attention, while carrying such burden of grief.


  "So you see," Sunny continued, "without knowing, you've been the perfect tonic for him."


  I returned my gaze from the sky to her and flexed my fingers on her hand. "Really?"


  "Yes. He talks of you all the time, of his feelings for you and his hopes and plans and dreams to be with you."


  "Do you mean that?"


  She nodded, smiling.


  "I feel the same. I can't imagine my future life without Drew. I wish I had a brother like him. But I reckon having him as my partner is even better."


  She rose and hugged me, being careful of my ribs in the process, and kissed me. "Please, Alex, don't have any concerns or hesitation to stay with us. You'll be a very welcome addition to the household."


  "Thank you. He's never mentioned his friend."


  "He keeps his loss close to his heart. He'll tell you in time, just leave him until he's ready."


  ****


  Drew's muscle strengthening exercises in the spa had my right arm almost back to normal after five weeks. As expected, my left arm quickly strengthened over the past week, since the cast came off. My ribs knitted well, just giving the occasional twinge usually when we release our passions at night…when we kiss and wrap our bodies together in a tangle of arms and legs; when we roll over and over in orgiastic delight, feverishly dabbing our faces and necks in kisses, and jamming and rubbing our hard cocks against each other between our bellies and our legs; when we kiss and tweak and lick and suck our nipples; when we glide our tongues over our chests and down to our belly buttons and I slide my hands over his abs, feeling his hard superman ripples.


  At first, when he started tonguing and kissing my navel, I became up-tight, agitated by the closeness of his mouth to my cock, no matter how far he moved it aside as he stroked. Over time, I grew to enjoy the titillation, letting the fun, and trust in Drew, over-ride my fears. Now I look forward to returning the favour when the ribs are mended and the cast is removed. Two nights ago, he surprised me when he hauled me from nibbling his navel to cup my face above his, and say, "Kiss me, French style, babe."


  He drew my lips to touch his and our teeth parted and tongues met and mine slipped into his mouth. I felt his explore my insides, sliding over and under and around and back and forth. He licked all around the edge and returned to flutter his tip against mine. His tongue mesmerised me, not realising, until he eased my face away, that all the time we'd been kissing, he'd been rubbing the head of my cock, until I almost wanted to explode. "Did you like the kiss?"


  I nodded, a little perplexed, for we'd French-kissed since he taught me on the first day we played.


  "Okay, now I wanna suck your tongue." He brought my lips to his and slipped his tongue to my teeth and onwards and then sucked my tongue into his mouth and rolled and fluttered his around mine as he did before. He finished, however, by slowly sucking my tongue further into his mouth, feeling my lips clamp to his as my tongue stretched along his toward his throat. At that point, I groaned and opened my lulled eyes in ecstasy as my cock exploded, dumping my load of cum onto his hand. He continued milking me, bathing my cock in the sticky mess, his hand feeling like a slippery liquid glove, just how a moist mouth would feel, I guess.


  "Hell," I muttered. "Do that to me every night and I'll be a wreck."


  "I could, if you let me."


  "How?"


  "Well, you like the feel of your tongue in my mouth when we French kiss and you like the feel of me sucking your tongue. Yes?"


  I nodded again, smiling, feeling I'm being sucked in to something wicked.


  "Therefore, as you like a French tongue-suck, while your cock blows… Dammit, Alex! Please let me suck your cock. I guarantee," he continued, as he over-squeezed and stretched my cum-slicked dick, "you'll love the feeling, just like you love me French kissing and sucking your mouth. I promise I'll make a wreck of you and send you to Mars and back every night."


  He drew my lips to his again, kissed me, and hugged my neck as I felt him shudder and mutter, "Please don't think I'm selfish or disrespect you and please don't dislike me. I love you so much and—"


  "Drew, please don't say those things, I know you love me and you know I love you and you must know I'd never think of you that way."


  "Thanks, you remarkable man."


  "Do you wanna know something?"


  "What?"


  "I'll tell you once you ease your grip on my cock. You're hurting!"


  ****


  An hour later, after refuelling our libido, I lay in bliss, spreadeagled on the lambskin rug in the adjoining guest's bedroom, feeling the stupendous sensations buzzing between my cock and brain to the background of his slurping noises. I watched the black hair of my lover sway up and down, saw his wrist and felt his hand move to the same beat, and his other hand alternate between rubbing my balls and clenching my outstretched fingers. Orgasmic feelings mounted, tensing my muscles. Their unstoppable torment stretched my legs, straightened my feet, slapped my palms on the rug, rocked my body and threw my head from side to side. Those volcanic feelings pumped my heart to a sprinter's speed, sucked the air from my lungs, bulged my eyeballs, puffed my cheeks, fluttered my nostrils and, as my toes curled upwards and my body trembled and arched, I moaned and marvelled and dug my fingers into the wool.


  "Drew," I yelled. "Drew, stop, I'm gonna blow. Stop," I yelled again. "Stop, oh my, stop, I can't hold—" I bellowed as I pushed the back of my head deep into the wool and closed my eyes to the dizziness of stars and flashes and comets, as supercharged electrical pulses surged, and the dyke broke and the cum gushed, and my arms flayed and legs kicked and locked around him.


  I came to, flushed, breathing hoarsely, feeling a drum band banging my head and then felt that unbelievable sensation of Drew's mouth still stuck on my cock. I looked down to see his cheeks sucked in, feeling my dick being pulled to the back of his mouth, to suck every drop of jizz outta ya, he told me later. He smiled his brilliant smile, and wiped the back of his wrist and hand across his mouth, saying it was the best juice he'd ever tasted.


  In the early hours of the morning, I lay on my side gazing at Drew's sleeping pose, admiring his magnificent body, his god-almighty beautiful face and his awesome cock. I moved closer to peer at it in the wan light, stretching closer, wondering if I ever could, if I could get over the mental block caused by that inhumane bastard. I peered closer, wondering if I could suck his cock and give to him the fucking huge, absolutely colossal, dynamically awesome time he gave me tonight, simply by sucking my cock. I'm thankful I relented and let him introduce me to the amazing experience, and thankful again that I could, by picturing his stunning face in my mind all the time up until the fireworks started, instead of that animal's. I wondered if I should try, laying my head on his chest and cupping his cock and balls in my hand. As the feelers of sleep drugged my mind, I pondered if I could face his cock at my lips.


  ****


  I looked forward to the Easter break, which coincided with the end of my recuperation and need to return to Orange to see Harry and check over the property and help where I could on their hobby farm. As Jim showed Drew's brother, Ross, around the farm, I grabbed the opportunity to show Drew around the orchard and point out the house from a distance, not wanting to go near my mother. We met the Bethwaites and visited Paddles and the hideout, which needed tidying after the previous occupant and police searches. When finished we sat on the mattress, dangling our legs over the edge of the floor, our shirts off to soak in the Autumn sun, hardly chatting, just enjoying the moment. Fifteen minutes later he pulled me back and hugged and kissed me. Before long we tossed and turned naked on the mattress, our minds cherishing the pleasures of our hands stimulating our cocks to awesome, explosive, brain-draining orgasms.


  In the quiet of the after-glow, as fingers traced along nose features, lips and other favourite body bits, I looked into his eyes and sighed. "Drew, I've something on my mind I want to raise with you. I've been thinking about this matter most days lately, while you've been at Uni."


  "Okay, shoot."


  I leaned and kissed him, then kneeled to face him and stroked his face and hair. "I know I struggle with some things in daily life. I know I speak strangely at times and don't co-ordinate well other times, and don't know a lot that I should, making me wonder whether I'm good enough for you. But I know I'm a genuine person, and honest and trustworthy and sincere because I'm a country boy and that's how real country boys should be, as true as the earth. I love the land, like Dad did, and can never see myself leaving it, because the country's in my blood, which seems, in my mind, to make the future uncertain between us.


  "I say this because you're a Sydney boy, involved in your city activities and going to university to follow in your dad's footsteps to become a big-time lawyer. I'll just continue being a simple country bloke, in charge of my own land and business now, with more to add after the deal with the Bethwaites is settled, which means I can never move away to live somewhere else unless I give up my heritage, which I will never do, as you know. So I don't see how we can live together in the future, but I hope something happens that makes it possible. I hope we won't face a sad parting."


  I crooked a finger to his lips and he kissed it, held my hand and rose up to cup my face and kiss my lips, then leaned back and looked into my eyes. "I love you as you are, Alex, so please don't fret and try to change and never, ever think you're not good enough. Like you, I hope that something will happen also. I've discussed our future with Dad and Mum. They know how we feel, however they stress they want me to finish my studies, which I want to do anyway, and have assured them I will. So let's take life as it comes and see what the future brings, ay?"


  ****


  "How are you, boys?" Harry asked in his kind, trusting voice when we met in the doorway of his office on Easter Saturday, making us feel welcome and relaxed. "I'm happy to see you've recovered and looking well, Alex." We chatted for a few minutes before he opened the folder on his desk's blotter pad and handed me a procession of documents to sign to finalise the orchard purchase, which Drew witnessed.


  When he closed the file, he gazed at us. "Have you made any plans for your future together?"


  How odd he should raise that subject, I thought, as though he knew our minds. "Drew intends visiting me every weekend and holidays until I can get my driving license and can drive by myself to his home. Then we'll alternate visits every second weekend. The future plan is for him to finish his studies, and after he passes, to live with me in the new house I hope to have built next year. The scary part is for him to find a suitable job in the area."


  Drew added his thoughts, then dropped a bombshell by adding that his dad preferred he join a large, influential city practice. Hell, if he did that we'll never live together, I thought, my eyes tearing up at the idea.


  I sniffed as I looked at Drew and threaded my fingers through his on the armrest. "You never told me—"


  "Cool, babe. That's what he wishes, but at the same time he knows the consequences. If he insists, I'd face the choice of defying him, which I can't do or… breaking it off with you, which he knows will never happen. I think Mum will assist because she's very fond of you and doesn't want me to lose you, looking upon you almost as her son-in-law, already."


  Harry leaned back in his old creaking timber chair, rested his elbows on the armrests and laced his hands together on his belly, gazing at us through his bifocals. "I know how you must feel, Drew," he said. "Allow me to suggest you take a leaf from an old man's diary, his journal of mistakes and epitaph to life's regrets. One can never equate the value of a dollar or presumed reputation or prestige of a job to the beauty of love. Nothing compares to the worth of true affection between two people. Think about this. Think about your happiness living with Alex in idyllic rural bliss every day versus possibly a lonely, vacant life, a life of what-ifs, remorse and heartbreak.


  "Those feelings never leave you, ever, even if you meet and live with another partner. They linger in the background, reminding you of your truest love. I know from experience. I left her and went away on young men's adventures, and when I came back, she lay in the arms of another man. Don't follow my mistake and those of countless others. Drew, if you love him, cling to him and don't let him go. He is beyond value. He is priceless."


  "Oh, my, Harry. You know how to make a guy's heart cry, don't you?" I said, between sniffles, while feeling Drew's hand crush mine.


  "Well, my friend, you are a young and innocent boy who has suffered more than anyone should. Let's ensure your future life is gifted with happiness."


  I hugged Harry as we left. "You're the priceless one," I said, seeing him silently chuckle and shake his head.


  "If you are all free, come to my home tomorrow for sunset drinks. I might have something of interest to tell you. Let me know this evening."


  ****


  I wove my fingers through Drew's as we headed towards the street entrance from Harry's office. On a spur of the moment, I pulled him under the ornate timber staircase, bound my arms around his neck and kissed him. "I love you," I said. Before he had a chance to answer, I dragged him toward the street, releasing his hand when we reached the small entrance stairway.


  "What was that about?"


  "What?"


  "Back there."


  "Huh?"


  "Never mind, but do it more often, will ya? I liked it."


  I grinned at him and we both laughed, just as a passer-by pushed into me deliberately, knocking me off balance, though saved from falling by Drew's quick thinking. "Stand beside the wall while I fix that jerk," he said, taking off before I could say no. I watched him as he reached the offender who had not stopped, saw him grab the back of his flannel shirt collar and wrench him backward to the ground. The guy scrambled to his feet and rushed toward Drew, staying low as if in a rugby maul. Next thing I saw his head fling back, his legs collapse and the back of his head hit the pavement, blood spilling from his punched nose. Drew's foot stopped him as he attempted to get up. He pressed the guy's chest down, leaned over and pointed his finger close to the twit's face. Drew yelled, letting everyone now standing nearby hear him, "If I ever see or hear of you bullying him again, I'll rip into your ugly face so much, you'll never want to look at a mirror for the rest of your decrepit life. Understand? And if I hear one of your gutless, scumbag mates do it I'll come after him and you. Got it? Make sure your useless mates get the message. Now, roll over."


  The guy seemed scared and turned without resisting. Drew picked him up by his waist belt and throat, carried him and dropped him to the ground in front of me, his knees smacking the pavement. Drew smashed his foot onto the guy's back, pressing him to the ground and in the same loud voice, sneered, "Grovel like a dog, bully boy. Apologise by saying 'I'm sorry, Alex'. Say it!" Seconds passed without a sound from the punk, prompting Drew to grab a clump of his hair to jerk his head back, shouting, "I can't hear you bully boy. Apologise!"


  Without waiting or warning, Drew smashed his forehead into the pavement with his foot. The guy screamed and started bawling, his fingers clawing the concrete, repeating between his howls, "I'm sorry, Alex, I'm sorry."


  "That's better," Drew yelled. "Now get out of here, you gutless wonder, and remember my warning."


  I recognised the guy when he rose and stumbled away, and mentioned to Drew of my years of his torment at school. "Karma," he said, a word I didn't know, but got the drift of its meaning.


  "Yes, karma," I whispered, as Drew glared after him and I stared at Drew, my emotions fermenting in pride and passion.


  "C'mon," he said as he placed his arm around my shoulder, "let's go get our Easter eggs."


  ****


  Thirty minutes later, I led Drew to my old ward, sweeping around the corner of the office straight into Nurse Nolan, En, as I called her towards the end of my stay there. In no time I found myself pulled against her ample upper cushioning, releasing me and sitting me down to inspect all the repairs, giving me a thumbs up. We laughed and each of us gave her a large boxed egg assortment and asked if Angie was around. Soon, at midday, she told us, which gave us time to walk around the wards, giving small eggs and chocolate bilbies to the kids and medium eggs to the adults and other nursing staff.


  When midday came, each of us had one large deluxe-box left with an Easter card from us, for the special nurse we loved. She streamed around the corner in her usual hasty style and stopped, mouth open, staring at us, our legs sexily spread in front of our chairs facing the entrance. "Alex! Drew!" she cried, before quickly spanning the distance to embrace us. We helped her serve the lunches and then managed a yarn before she started her routine duties. We left, after twisting her arm to have dinner with us, picking her up at eight-forty-five at her home.


  She asked if her cousin, Brad, from Bathurst, who was staying for the weekend, could come along, saying we're bound to like him. "As long as he's broadminded," I said. She assured us not to worry, as she'd mentioned us to him on a few occasions and he wanted to meet us. That clarified some indistinct comment she said in the hospital. When we left, I laughed to myself, waiting to see the look on her face when she hears the real cause of those white spots tonight.


  "We'd better book a table at a restaurant," Drew suggested.


  ****


  "Brad, will you answer the door please, Hon?"


  "Sure, Princess."


  Every time I now see a person in a wheelchair, I feel sad at their misfortune. The sudden, unexpected encounter of meeting Brad sitting in one, hit harder, causing a mild tremble and momentary difficulty to reply when he extended his hand, saying in a happy, light-hearted voice, "Hi, I'm Brad." Fortunately, Drew stood in for me.


  "Hello Brad, I'm Drew, and my friend, Alex."


  "Heya, guys, come in," he said, reversing his wheels, "and have a drink, while Angie exercises her privilege to be late… as usual." We laughed, as he spun and headed for the fridge. "What would you like?" he called, returning with a Tooheys beer and our spring waters. "Here's to us," he said, raising his can, then drawing it to his lips. A sudden silence prevailed as he peered at us. "You guys look great together. Wish I had a boyfriend. Damned hard to meet and hook up when you're stuck in one of these tractors. Still, one can hope, you never know what can plop in yer lap, do ya?"


  "What happened to you, Brad? Hope you don't mind me asking."


  "Nah, she's apples. I hit a damned rabbit hole in me quaddie while mustering sheep on me old's property four years ago when I was fourteen. Over I went and the bike landed on me back, paralysing both legs. Fortunately, me dick still does all it's supposed to, though."


  I snorted, then asked, "What do you do now?"


  "Well, I'm all but useless on the farm and most other things. So on Angie's suggestion, since I finished school I've been doing a few courses to learn to assist other country guys with disabilities or who've suffered abuse or bullying. I’m 'specially keen to help lonely gay guys, whether in a wheelchair or not. When Angie mentioned a bit about you, I wanted to meet and chat, maybe learn a few things to work on. I don't have any gay friends, apart from some cyber ones I've met on the wankin' sites on the net, so it's good to meet you and hope we'll stay friends. Anyway, I'm thinking of creating a friendship network for guys to meet guys, and do things together, such as camping and fishing and wheelchair games and all that. You know, there's some government funding to help disability support groups to start up."


  "Sounds a great idea," Drew said. "I can see you in the Sydney Mardi Gras, The Gay Wheelies."


  "Shit, that's not a bad idea."


  "Bradleeee! No swearing in my home, pleeeeeeeease!"


  "Oh shit, sorry Angie," he replied, winking at us.


  After dinner, I related the wet dream story to Brad. Drew finished, telling Brad to listen in, declaring to Angie, "My hand caused those two spots and heaps more," adding, "dunno how I missed 'em in the lick-up."


  ****


  "What would you like to drink?" Harry asked, after ushering us to seats on the verandah of his immaculate old Heritage-listed sandstone home.


  On arrival, he introduced us to his wife and Albert and his wife, then showed us around his manicured gardens and stables dating back over one hundred and fifty years. "Now," he almost whispered, "is the time to enjoy the sun settling to rest for the evening." He said he always sat in wonder at the scene and I could see why, as the sun's rays accented the rows of poplar trees bordering his long drive and the willows bowing gracefully to the creek and the white backs of the sheep spotting the lush paddocks.


  "Let's move inside before the chill sets in," he announced as the early veils of a cold evening formed in the hollows of the landscape, "I'll outline an idea I've been ruminating upon."


  After we settled in the Chesterfields, he began by saying, "As Albert knows, I've contemplated stepping back from my business interests for some time. My motive is not a matter of wish. I'm forced to this decision because of my failing eyesight, which will eventually hinder my abilities to conduct the affairs of the practice properly.


  "Virtually all my clients date back generations to our years at the local school and my early days in practice. They are lifelong friends, not purely business clients. Their children and subsequent generations of families have followed as friends and clients. I've built the business on these types of close personal associations. They are critical to its ongoing success. For those reasons, I ruled out selling or merging or risking taking in a stranger as a partner during my succession considerations.


  "Instead, I chose to wait to view and assess any likely candidates that happened my way, those having the necessary qualities to attend to the matters of my present and future clients in the manner they expect. Particular qualities I've sought are a genuine personal caring attitude, dedication, interest, and the need and willingness to practise law in this district, apart from all the usual character traits such as honesty, trust, integrity and so on. In a way I suppose, my expectations and standards are similar to Alex's father's, looking upon his son to continue his dynasty."


  Harry narrowed his gaze on Jim and continued. "Fortune may have favoured me recently, for I believe I've finally found a person who may be eminently suited to carry on my endeavours."


  I felt a shiver creep up my spine and spread to the back of my head. I glanced at Drew and clasped his hand. He looked at his dad, then me. "Drew," Harry addressed him then paused, as we jerked our gazes to him. "I offer you a clerkship in my practice every holiday you can spare, so to learn the basics of the business, become acquainted with the clients and of everyday aspects of practising law and other profitable associated activities. If you agree and you meet my approval, you will become a partner when you gain your solicitor's Practising Certificate after your graduation. When I'm no longer useful, you'll have the opportunity to take over."


  I sat stunned, staring at Harry, as I digested the meaning of his words, in the end wanting to scream Thank you, Harry! I looked at Drew, seeing the look of disbelief on his face.


  "Harry. Why?" he stuttered.


  The old man looked at Drew, drifted his gaze to me, then back to Drew. "You know why."


  "What income will he expect, Harry?" Jim asked.


  "Come into my office tomorrow and we'll show you," Albert replied. "You won't be wasting your time."


  "But won't Drew's sexuality, when it's found out, and that will happen, deter many of your clients."


  "No," Harry's quietly spoken wife, Margaret, stated. All in the room swung their gaze to her, as she paused and wrung her hands in her lap, before she continued. "For you see, we raised and shared our life with a beautiful gay son, our Bill, our second child." She continued in a hushed tone, "Hundreds of relatives, friends and townsfolk attended his funeral, not for us, for him."


  ****


  "Would you like to have the rest of the chocolate?" Drew asked.


  "I can't, the sun's melted the egg."


  "Yes you can."


  "How?" I glanced at him, detecting fun in his voice and noticing his cock sticking up like a rocket about to blast off.


  "Easy, just dip your fingers in the stuff and…"


  "And what, sexy."


  "Rub it over my cock."


  "Then what?"


  "Then, as you like the flavour of that chocolate so much, you might like to lick it off, maybe even suck it off." He stared at me, grinning to blazes, yet seeing my confusion. "Please, Alex, give it a try. You know how much you like me sucking you, and how I love doing it, and how much I'd love you to try on me."


  He's right of course, for I love feeling his lips and slick tongue on my cock, buried in the moist warmth of his mouth. I love feeling the exquisite mayhem they cause to my body. I love exploding in his mouth and love the feeling of my warm cum on my cock when he swirls it around on his tongue. I love him swallowing my cum and seeing the grin on his face and sparkles in his eyes when he raises his head and looks at me. I can't deny it, I simply love him sucking me.


  I've thought more about my revulsion to taking a cock in my mouth. I realise that with Drew, the circumstances are different, that I love him and cherish his cock. I know I shouldn't treat him on the same level as the demon who terrorised me and forced himself on me. I hate the memories of choking on his disgusting vile salami sausage, as I always thought of it, and its stinking alcohol tasting fluid. But every time my mouth gets near Drew's dick, I panic. I want to please him and return the brain-blowing experiences his mouth gives to me, and I know that to do so, I must get over this mental block. Maybe, if I think I'm sucking chocolate, and not his cock, I can. Maybe it's worth giving a try, maybe with my eyes closed, sort of letting my tongue find its way to mop up the chocolate, rather than think I'm ravishing the hot flesh my hand loves doing so much.


  I looked at him and swung my legs off the poolside recliner, stroked his cock a few times with my left hand and dipped my other fingers in the chocolate, swirling them in the warm stuff. I stared into his eyes and said, "You planned this didn't you, after discovering I'm a sucker for chocolate. I suppose you also suggested your parents show Ross some wineries this hot afternoon, too."


  He grinned.


  "I'm glad you did, you crafty, hot horny man," I said as I painted his lips with my fingers then leaned over to kiss them. "Mmmm," I hummed, licking the chocolate off my lips. "I wonder if your cock will taste as sweet as those."


  "There's only one way to find out, Choc-lips."


  "Mmmm," I hummed again, feeling my stomach tense as I placed the foil wrap close to his pubes, dipped my fingers in the brown goo and slathered the runny stuff over the head of his hard cock. I had a brain-wave, imagining my fingers were coating a banana, as I slid my hand down his soft, super taut flesh, hearing his sighs, while noticing his body jerks. I applied more, dripping the stuff on his pubes and balls, his cock looking like a maypole in a muddy field by the time I finished. Hell, what a mess, I thought, as I kneeled between his legs, looked at him and stretched my hand to his for re-assurance.


  "Go at your own pace, Alex. Try licking first."


  I wandered my gaze to his cock, steadied it upright with thumb and forefinger and bent over, lowering my mouth to it. When about a cock length above it, I gazed at Drew, seeing him smile, nod and whisper encouragement. I looked down at his head, took a firm breath, closed my eyes, thought of bananas and bowed lower, closing the distance until my lips touched the tip. Remember, I'm kissing a banana, I reminded myself. Now lick it. Within seconds of forcing my tongue between my lips, I'd licked the tip bare of the soft chocolate. Now that I'd liberated my paranoia and began to feel comfortable, my taste buds swung into action, wanting more, igniting my sexual urges, the thrill of a beautiful, friendly cock in my mouth fuelling their appetites.


  Oh my, oh my, this is amazing, I thought, relishing the buzz and heat of his cock lying on my tongue and of my lips' and tongue's fascination of its superbly shaped head. My excitement built when I felt the marshmallow softness of his head slide over the ridges on the roof of my mouth and over the soft sides of my cheeks. When I heard his ecstatic mutterings and felt his slight body twitches and flexing hands and fingers, I felt terrific. I opened my lips and lowered my head, closing them to encircle his chocolate-coated treat as my tongue swooped to lick it clean. No Easter egg maker could match the taste of the chocolate, a special blend of his spices mixed with mine and served over a wickedly hot, wild dick. Yum! I started stroking that dick with my lips, my tongue flitting along the length and fluttering over its head when it came into range near my lips. I felt his minute spasms and grunts each time I curved my tongue under his slit, and around the edge, like I always do when Drew sucks me, and felt his body tensing, an alertness building.


  With my confidence now way up, I opened my eyes, closed my fingers around the base of his shaft, and stroked it in sync with my head bobs, hearing his oh gods and oh yeahs build, feeling my own sensations heightening, now loving the fabulous experience as he promised I would. I felt unreal, the master of the occasion, sucking his awesome cock to ultimate explosive satisfaction. I shook my other hand free of his handgrip and cupped his balls then roamed over his thighs and the muscled ridges of his belly, feeling his abs at once suck in amid his agitation and repeated shouts, "I'm coming, Alex, I'm coming."


  His cum began as a trickle onto the back of my tongue and then gushed out in four streams, flooding my mouth. Some I swallowed, tasting nothing like the poison I had to gulp down for years, some I swirled around in my mouth, mixing it with the chocolate remnants into a great tasting fudgy cream. The rest dribbled out my lips, down his shaft to pool in his pubes or run down to his balls and onto his towel.


  Now I sucked him, copying what he does to me, extracting the remaining juices out of his balls, not paying much attention to my own cock I'd been tugging. I glanced at him, still with his cock in my mouth, hearing his mutterings and seeing his head arched toward the sky, chest heaving and hands fisting. All of a sudden, my cock flooded with exquisite sensations. I braced, flung my head back, uttered something meaningless, pushed my pelvis forward and sprayed his belly in cum, white puddles apparent everywhere when I returned to earth later.


  "Aaahhh, Drew," I gasped, my body weak and shaking, my brain throbbing, my eyes seeing spots and flashes. "That was the greatest," I uttered between harsh pants before keeling over and flopping onto him.


  A few minutes later he shook me back to life. "Shit! Quick, grab your speedos and jump in the pool. They're back!"


  CHAPTER 6


  My stepfather received thirty-five years in prison without parole, which, as Jim suggested, amounted to a life sentence. Had he received the mandatory twenty-five years for each time he raped me when under age, only god knows how many thousands of years he would have received. I wasn't required at the court hearing for he confessed, the sole act of contrition shown to the victim, the judge noted, for his sadistic reign of terror and savagery perpetrated on him. Jim told me she cried during her delivery of her findings and announcement of her verdict.


  He discovered the prick owned two rental houses in a rural town, and a sizeable bank account comprising the rent and the wage money he stole from me. Jim took on all my criminal claims and associated matters as a personal campaign. He won a court order to freeze the bank account, and lodged compensation claims against him. The court awarded the lot to me. I insisted Jim charge his fees, however he never did, only the expenses, neither did Harry who arranged the sale of the houses. Although they seemed a reasonable investment to keep, I didn't want the stench of that bastard's name smearing anything of mine, besides, I had my own house to build and finance. Drew and I nutted out a design we liked and Harry arranged for a local architect client to draw the plans, working to a budget Albert figured appropriate. Once finalised and council approved, Harry arranged a trusted builder client to construct it, while Sunny appointed herself to select our wish list of furnishings. When finished, I hung the pictures of my dad and grandfathers and displayed other memorabilia Dad had entrusted to Harry. They take pride of place in my office.


  Harry mentioned my mother divorced The Rat, as I’d come to call my ex-step-bastard-father, and sought assistance for mental trauma she claimed he caused by pointing rifles to her head and threatening to kill her and forcing her to take drugs and alcohol to keep her mouth shut. I'll never understand her, she had opportunities to walk out and take me with her and report him to the cops and seek protection until they arrested him. She never did. While there's probably some truth in her claims of fear and brainwashing, she took the easy, sick way out by accepting him raping me and lying to people about my wellbeing. Fortunately, she's never contacted me.


  Jim rattled the state's education and health departments and kicked the arses of a few welfare agencies with his claims of negligence and irresponsibility, the matters becoming embarrassing headline news. The departments couldn't refute his assertions for the chief offenders confessed after being condemned by a furious local community and shocked fellow staff. Two resigned and the rest sacked, their replacements charged with the task of introducing a proper service culture, the local newspaper wrote. Both departments quickly agreed to Jim's compensation demands.


  Because I was underage when the rape offenses commenced, the law required suppression of my name from all public exposure in court and the media. A few locals, however, joined the dots and visited me to express their feelings, also commenting on the house construction activity and renovations to the old home. I'd decided not to demolish the place after meeting Brad on Angie's dinner night, throwing his plans around in my head and adding a few ideas of my own. In the process, I realised the house would be ideally suitable for the program, my bad vibes being replaced by a warm glow of future happiness and achievement.


  Brad oversaw the renovations and extensions, including wheelchair ramps, disabled facilities, extra bathroom and kitchen amenities, plus installation of required safety systems. He secured government funding for the work after Harry obtained municipal council's approval to turn the house into a rest and rehabilitation retreat for lonely, abused and disabled gay and straight guys. The project has become a mission, an opportunity to help other victims who have suffered like Brad and me. We see the retreat as a place for guests to meet and make friends, share their minds, erase the past if possible or at least come to terms with their pains and emotions, and move on in life. Word soon spread through Brad's disability contacts and by alerting the gay community, many of the early enquiries coming from mums and dads desperate to help their sons, and now from referrals. The Retreat, as we simply call it, is proving popular.


  Additionally, guests can meet new people and earn good bucks during harvest seasons and working in the potting shed, the socialising facet of the work being part of the healing and friendship-forming processes. Brad emphasised the importance of this aspect, one of the methods to build self-esteem and feelings of worthiness in society, he quoted from his study material.


  Drew brought a surf club member on one of his weekend visits, a quiet, shy, considerate guy, struggling to overcome the effects of being raped and traumatised by two overpowering creeps he met in a pub he ventured into one night, seeking companionship. His attackers are rotting in prison, while Nigel now lives here permanently. He and Brad quickly hooked up and are partners, with Nigel assisting in managing the operation and conducting the many sporting and recreational activities. What a changed bloke he's become, an example of what can happen given the proper environment and encouragement. He also teams up with Drew to give free swimming instruction at the public pool on weekends every school holidays. Half the time Brad and I think the mums bring their kids to the pool just to perve on their friggin' awesome lifesaver bodies!


  As expected, Drew impressed Harry, quickly learning the office routines, and the numerous services and departments the business regularly deals with. Before the first summer holidays ended, he'd become practised in attending to minor client matters, his easy manner and dedication winning their confidence, and Harry's blessing and signature where necessary. I learnt that part of Harry's grooming process involved inviting Drew to meetings of the civic groups, to meet the members and often to deliver a short speech.


  Jim had relented to Drew's wishes, his opinion swayed by current income numbers Albert showed him and forecasts of future housing and population growths expected for many years because of the mining boom in the district. As a result, Albert predicted a prosperous future, expecting the already excellent conveyancing fees on property transfers to treble, along with flow-on family and civil matters.


  ****


  Drew returned Paddles to his pool, and continued his early evening run with Freckles, our year old Dalmatian, by his side. I stayed at home, swinging in the jumbo Mexican hammock on the balcony overlooking the swimming hole, feeling too buggered to join him after a hectic long day working the season's cherry harvest. This year's yield will be a boomer, both in quality and quantity, the result of intensive soil fertilisation and tree maintenance programs I implemented, under expert guidance from the Department of Agriculture, to rectify the years of neglect by The Rat. I hoped my dad would be proud.


  I lay contented, looking at the peaceful scene, remembering the day Dad crawled out on the tree limb and hung the old rope swing, and of my whoops and shrieks, as I'd sweep out in my birthday rig and let go and splash down near him. My old memories of him were the best I had. My dad, my hero, always being there to make me laugh, or to help me, calm me and revive me when I felt down by hugging and rocking me in his arms. He never spanked or reprimanded me harshly, instead explained my errors and suggested ways to avoid repeating them. I hoped he would be pleased with my progress.


  Of course, Drew is my saviour, that amazing person who came into my life that fateful day nearly two years ago, finding me, befriending me and saving me from the hell and despair I lived in. Yet he did so, while grieving the cruel and sad loss of his friend, Luke, who never surfaced, he later told me, after the surf boat he rowed in, had broached and capsized on a wave. His body washed up on the beach two days later.


  Who knows where I'd be without him, without his calming and encouraging influences? He is the reason my ADHD has virtually disappeared. His presence subdues my tensions, my oftentimes uncontrollable, illogical thinking and harmful actions. His perseverance, patient support and guidance builds my confidence. He eliminated the terror and anxiety that surged through my body, the betrayal that crippled my spirit, and the depression and feelings of helplessness. He energised me with his companionship and by embracing me in his love. He became the first person to treat me as an equal, to appreciate me as I am, to defend me against antagonists, to coach me to overcome weaknesses, to develop abilities, and to embolden me to achieve. I look at him in admiration, amazed at his inner strength, giving and assisting me so much, yet, in my mind, receiving so little in return. Sunny disagrees, reminding me of the help I've been to him to overcome his grief after losing Luke.


  He acclaimed my achievements, no matter how minor or insignificant they seemed to be. He encouraged me to train with him in the town's Olympic sized public pool, forcing me to ignore the jibes from the turds of my school years, yet hiding his glee when I accepted their unfriendly challenges. When I trounced them he'd grin and chuckle his delight while I stuck my finger at them and their dumbstruck cronies before they trudged away, defeated in pool speed and esteem. I showed them I was no longer the puny, weak, defenceless kid they could continue belittling, push around and make fun of. They saw that after two years of swimming training I'd muscled up and could now stand my ground and show them up as the arseholes they were and still are. Payback time, Drew calls it.


  I'm in charge of my destiny now, all because of Drew. I've survived and overcome the past and striven above and disproved the detractors and clowns. I've proved to myself I have what it takes to make good of my life in business and my compassionate interests. I reflected on what I've risen from to what I've achieved in less than two years–the acquisition of the Bethwaite property, building our superb new home, improving the orchard, and assisting Brad and Nigel to establish The Retreat. And through it all I've gained contentment, friendships and pride.


  Next year will be better still, when Drew graduates and gains his practising certificate, purchases Harry's practice and lives permanently with me. Harry has already announced his moderate price, reminding Drew his conscience will place him at ease knowing his clients and friends will be in trusted, dedicated hands. "Besides," he said, talking to us across his dinner table as though we're family, "We don't need the money." I've told Drew not to worry about raising the funds, that I'll advance the amount from next season's apple harvest in the new year. In reality, I intend making the funds a gift, mindful of what he and his family have done for me, and what Harry once said to him about me, as I think of Drew–he is priceless.


  Freckles made his usual re-appearance, crashing through the doggie door, his paws sliding on the polished floors in his excitement to report back, jump on the hammock and tongue wash me. "Time to get a drink," I tell Freckles, while I slip from the edge of the hammock with due care, to head first to our bedroom and then the fridge, while he attacks the water in his bucket. Before long, I heard Drew in the shower below, then bounding up the stairs. I laughed to myself as I saw him tiptoeing toward me in the window reflection over the sink, wearing only his Batman cap I'd given him for Christmas to add to his large collection. I closed my eyes in thanks as his naked body pressed my back, his arms embraced me, his hot lips warmed my cheek, and his customary greeting, Hello, my sexy hunk, melted my heart.


  I turned to hug his neck and pull his lips down to mine, rubbing my fingernails over his back and cup his butt cheeks in my palms. "Let's have our beers in the hammock," I suggested, "I've got a little New Year's Eve surprise for you."


  ****


  "I love you, Drew," I murmured, cuddled snug and naked, staring at the clouds tinged red in the early evening. He answered by flexing his arms around me and moving his lips to my cheek, his eyes seeking, looking at me in expectation. "I don't want to hold back and disappoint you any longer, so I want to give it a try and see if I can handle it."


  He pulled his face away, eyes wide. "Are you sure?"


  "Yup, I've been thinking about it for a while."


  "Oh, babe, oh man." He squeezed me, his voice eager, his face lit in excitement. "This is a surprise."


  "I'm glad you think so. I know you've been waiting patiently, while I've tried to get my head around it. To start, I think it's better if I do you first and then your turn, if that's okay with you."


  "Hell, I can't wait."


  "I've brought these and this," I said, smiling, pulling them from my shorts I'd kept beside me when he stripped me. "I pinched them from your drawer."


  He laughed. "I love your planning, though we won't need the 'doms, babe, not after nearly two years being together by ourselves. But this will come in handy." He suggested I kneel between his legs and spread some lube on my fingers, instructing me how to loosen his hole, saying, "It's been a long time between drinks, down there."


  I hesitated, not feeling confident to stick my finger in his arse, but I was curious for I'd never done it before. I decided to try, heeding Drew’s advice that the preparation maximises enjoyment for both of us. He rubbed my free hand as I pushed one, then a second finger in, feeling his ring muscles give as I stretched them apart. To my surprise I found the experience fun, especially when he later told me how to locate and tickle his prostate. Judging by the way he bounced, I'd found it all right. Then he asked me to press upward in about the same location just behind his balls to give him a double whammy, from the inside and outside at the same time. Holy hell, I thought when I saw his eyes bulge. I wanted my turn now!


  He rubbed some lube on my cock, which looked harder and longer than usual, smearing the entire length, taking long strokes, the extra sensitivity jolting me. "Crikey," I exclaimed, "that feels un-bloody-believable."


  He smiled as he dabbed more on his hole. "Wait till you feel it inside me." He raised his hips, inviting my cock to enter him. "Take your time and don't rush, Alex. Just be calm and let it happen, babe, I'm here, with you," he whispered, grabbing my hand to reassure me. "I'll push down as you push in, to make it easy for you."


  I looked at my cock as I moved close to his hole, stopped, bit my lip and said to myself, oh well, here goes. I nudged my head to him and pushed, not expecting so much resistance. In time, the tip of my cock head disappeared and soon after the whole head popped in, out of sight. I watched, fascinated, as my shaft slid inside him, hearing his moans and glancing at his face, alarmed to see his pain. "Are you all right?"


  "Yes, Alex. Don't worry, I mightn't look it, but I'm in heaven, or sorta just going through the hellish part to get there. How're you feeling?"


  "Awesome."


  "Great. Now lean over me and start pumping."


  I did as he said, pumping away, in and out, sunk deep in the gently swaying hammock, looking at the changing expressions on his face and the wonder of my cock disappearing inside his body. I felt the tight clamp of his arse and the sensations of being in him and the bonding of my body and of my love to his. Those feelings answered all the questions I had and made me realise why fucking is so dynamic, why the intimacy of being joined is the greatest act of love. All too quickly, I blew in him and collapsed onto him, onto his cum he'd splashed over his belly.


  Two hours later, my body yielded to unite Drew with me, feeling his hard cock squeeze between my clamped, sensitive muscles and slide into my hole. As he did, I concentrated on admiring his beautiful face, forcing myself to suppress old images and feelings. I loved him being in me, such a pleasurable, gentle loving experience, unlike the painful pounding of the ruthless jackhammer before. After a couple of minutes, I asked him to stop his movements, to stay still, leaving his cock hard in me. I tried to recall the words I wanted to say, my memory disrupted by the ongoing sensations caused when his cock stirred my prostate. "Drew," I finally announced. "I have another small surprise for you."


  "Another?"


  "Yes. Instead of waiting until our second anniversary, next month, I decided I want to present it to you at this very moment, when we're joined in union, with you inside me for the first time. Please close your eyes now and don't open them until I say so."


  I rummaged in my shorts, finding and raising it to my lips. After refreshing my mind with the words, I took hold of his left hand and watched his face as I told him to open his eyes. "I want you to wear this," I continued as he watched me glide a gold band onto his ring finger. "I want it to remind you of my everlasting gratitude for taking me into your life, of my deep love I have for you, and all the other things that make me cherish you." I sighed, feeling my heart pulse slacken, being pleased I hadn't fluffed my lines. I stared again into his beautiful green eyes, then lifted his hand to my lips to bless the ring a second time.


  He stared at his finger, his eyes glistening, then leaned to kiss me. "Thank you, Alex," he murmured just above a whisper. "I'll never forget this moment, surprising me once again with your love and romantic ways. Thank you, again. I swear I'll wear your ring forever." He bent forward and as he kissed me again, he flexed his softened cock in me, revitalising and restoring its hardness. "I just wish I had a ring to present to you."


  I handed him my shorts, smiling as I whispered, "You'll find it in the left pocket."


  ****


  Soon after, I experienced the incomparable pleasures of being together in the union of pure love for the first time in my life. Those treasured moments started the instant his cock began its rhythmic pumping; the instant his caring lovemaking aroused and teased the super-sensitive passion spots in my tight ring muscles; the instant the cock I worshipped ignited other tender spots inside me I never knew existed. His sexy attentions revved me up, leaving me gasping in pleasure at the rapturous feelings, and leaving me wishing they would last forever. He treated me to a crescendo of wild, wicked emotions and pulsing frenzies, leading to a brain-zapping, eye-popping, writhing orgasm.


  The celebration left me overwhelmed, flushed in emotions, totally fucked in energy, yet jubilant in spirits that I had surmounted my final demon. A desire burned in me to experience again the exquisite sensations I'd never known during all the times I'd been violated; that I'd never known until these moments with my lover. He answered with his ecstatic smile when I asked him to make love to me a second time.


  Afterward, we headed to the New Year's party at The Retreat, knowing I had some more very special moments added to my happiest memories. Those splendid moments of Drew's tender lovemaking lingered on in faint sensual afterglows, feelings I relished all evening, feelings so different to those I felt on that fateful day I met him. I held his ring hand as we stood among the boisterous crowd of friends counting down the seconds, and clenched his neck and pressed my lips to his when the party poppers blew. Later, during a break from the dancing and revelling, I looked around and reflected, Life couldn't be better.


  


  THE END
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  Handsome man, dressed in a suit, could be a business professional, with just a touch of a smirk as an expression.
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  Dear Author,


  This son of a bitch has been underneath my skin ever since he transferred into the department. Word has it that he's one of the best damn homicide detectives in the city, but the fact of the matter is that he's a Grade A arrogant asshole. Pretty much every time he opens his mouth, I want to slug him– or stick my tongue down his throat, I'm not always really sure which, or even if I want to choose one. My libido doesn't seem to give a tinker's damn that I'm pretty sure he's straight, and while jerking off in the shower is starting to get pretty damn old, I foresee a lot more of it in my future – because the Chief just paired us up to work a new case…


  Sincerely,


  Kieran
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  ALTERED STATES


  by L.E. Harner


  CHAPTER 1


  "Hey, Detective Sam Garrett— I didn't know you were working the Quarter! I jes' got here. Biloxi was a bust." The mocha-skinned blonde grabbed my arm and air-kissed my cheek.


  "Hey, Honey," I said, by way of greeting. "You're looking good tonight. You back at Rendezvous?"


  "Let's hope so. That fucker Leroy is pissed I worked another show, so he's stringing things out. I have half a mind to open my own place." She smoothed a well-manicured hand over her sequined hip. With a practiced gesture, she managed to open the thigh-high slit a little more to reveal a long expanse of dark leg. "Did you miss me, baby?"


  "You bet, beautiful. I'll have a word with Leroy. I gotta get going, but you stay out of trouble, now, hear?"


  "I haven't been here long enough to get into trouble– yet. You sure you don't want to step around back for old time's sake?" The deep throaty laugh turned heads, and she licked her lips, as if she already could taste her next conquest.


  "You know better than that, Honey," I said. I flashed a grin at her and she grinned right back. There were no hard feelings here.


  "A girl's gotta do who a girl's gotta do," she said. She flipped her long blonde hair over her shoulder and gave a little wink before she sauntered off, leaving the refrain of an old Lou Reed song bouncing in my head.


  ****


  Two days later, I stood in the morgue and tried to find some trace of humanity in the bloody, broken body on the table. There was none to be seen. Not in the body and sure as hell not in the asshole who had committed this atrocity. If this crime was what it looked like on the surface, then this kid had done nothing except be who he was and some sick prick had robbed him of everything in the most vicious way possible. I'd have to wait for the ID.


  "Seen enough?" The raspy voice scraped over me, course and gritty as sandpaper. He probably had years of scotch and cigars scoring his vocal chords. Everything else about Travis Boudreaux was smooth. He was six feet, one hundred and ninety pounds of GQ perfection. This morning he wore a charcoal gray suit with just a hint of pinstripe and a stark white shirt. His tie was a rough jade green silk, knotted in a full Windsor. Yeah, I noticed things like that. He was clean-shaven, his dark hair perfectly trimmed, and even in the cold antiseptic smelling morgue, there was a trace of bay lime from his aftershave. Bastard.


  I palmed the top of my head, feeling the slight bristle against my palm. I was grungy and ripe with the scent of eau de stakeout. Lieutenant Maxine Dupree had called me herself to tell me to report to the morgue as soon as Walters showed up to relieve me. Apparently, I was going to be number seven on the list of Detective Travis Boudreaux's partners. He'd made it no secret that he preferred to work alone.


  "I've seen enough," I said.


  "Good. The ME is waiting on us." He turned on his leather-shod heel and strode from the room, leaving me flat footed. I took one last long look at the body. "I've got you, now," I said. It was the same promise I made all of them.


  ****


  "The written report contains everything I can tell you for certain, right now," Dr. Mejeda said. "The photographs need to get to forensics, but based on the number and types of injuries, I'd say there were three people involved in the beating and torture. From the volume of semen in his stomach, the injuries to his mouth and esophagus, and the anal tearing, all three were also involved in the sexual assault. The lab reports will take a couple of weeks for the DNA, but we'll get it all sorted."


  "The victim was raped and tortured shortly before his death. Preliminary cause of death is internal bleeding from injuries sustained from being beaten. There appear to have been at least two weapons, probably a baseball bat and a narrower cylindrical object… like a steel pipe. I can identify three distinct shoe treads in the bruising. Jerome Gorman didn't die easy."


  The name hit me with the force of a blow, and I swear I staggered even though I was leaning against the doorway of the too-small office. I blinked rapidly, trying to reconcile that unidentifiable mass on the table with the Jerome I knew and had just seen two nights before. The body had been that of a light-skinned black man or maybe mixed race, like me, but that was about all I'd been able to tell. I flipped back through the report to the physical description. Five ten, shaved head, brown eyes, a small scar on the top lip. Identification determined through fingerprints.


  Apparently unaware of my turmoil, Mejeda looked at Travis. "This is consistent with the beatings from Baton Rouge and Denham Springs from ten years ago. As you suggested, Detective Boudreaux, I also looked at the medical records of the John Doe currently in ICU at the Tulane Medical Center. I spoke with his primary physician. The beating and rape is consistent with his injuries. He's not shown any signs of consciousness in over two weeks. There is still some brain activity, but that's about all that's giving them any hope at the moment."


  "You were correct on the other two beating victims, as well. You're the detective, but everything I'm seeing confirms your theory that this is a serial crime. Given that the last victim died and the one before him is not likely to recover, I would say this pack of jackals, as you called them, is escalating. I'd say the leader of this little group is devolving."


  ****


  I ran the electric shaver over my head and jaw until they were smooth, then stepped into the steamy stall and let the shower beat life back into my tired body. Travis and I had yet to talk about the case. I'd stalled him with a raised hand when we'd gotten into his car, and said I wasn't going to be ready to talk until I'd gotten clean. Bonus points for him, he hadn't said a word, just pulled up in front of the station and let me out.


  I ran the soap over my body, gave an experimental tug on my dick, and shrugged at the tired lack of response. Not that I normally jacked off in the locker room, because I didn't. It's just that unless this case broke quickly, who knew how much time I'd have to spend with Boudreaux? In the four weeks he'd been with the squad, he rubbed everyone the wrong damned way. His arrogant attitude left me with a hot need to either kick his ass or fuck it. Maybe both. Since by-the-book cops like him were invariably straight, neither seemed to be a good option.


  I stepped from the shower, and was standing naked in front of my locker when Travis came in carrying a cardboard tray with two large cups of coffee.


  "Hot and black," he said and set the tray on the narrow wooden bench.


  "Just the way you like your women, Travis?" I'm not really sure why I said it. It wasn't a good idea to talk about interracial relationships in southern Louisiana, even in jest. Except I was in a foul mood. I was tired. I was investigating the death of someone I knew, with someone I didn't particularly like. And judging from the conversation at the morgue, my new partner was way ahead of me in the investigation.


  Boudreaux looked at me, then lowered his eyes. I thought he was staring at my feet. Embarrassed because I was naked, maybe? Then very slowly, very deliberately, his gaze raked up my body, lingered for a moment on my now slightly interested dick, then up my chest, to my face. His mouth twitched into an unmistakable smirk. That was the look that made me want to slug him.


  "Get dressed, Garrett. You're perfect for what I have in mind."


  It wasn't until the door swung shut behind him that I realized what he was thinking. The straight prick figured to use me as bait.


  CHAPTER 2


  We had no real clue exactly what the killers were looking for… other than the basics: Black, gay guy who picked up white men in bars. Which left me the one trolling, hitting on a different white undercover cop every night. All of it was bullshit. We weren't going to find the pricks just because I was one black guy who worked the Quarter picking up white dicks. Of either type.


  It fucking sucked. It wasn't like I was in the closet, but goddamn… I was a cop. I'd always kept my personal life and work life separate. I sure as hell wasn't aiming to be the poster child for an enlightened PD. But it was too good a story to keep quiet from the gossips in the squad room.


  I knew something was up as soon as I walked in the door. All conversation stopped and every fucking detective in the room was suddenly busy, but no one needed to leave. They didn't want to miss the show. I walked across the bullpen, ignoring the covert glances and half-swallowed laughs. Yeah, I knew I was the target, and I had a pretty good idea it would be some idiot's idea of queer humor; race, ethnicity, and gender were off the enlightened employee permitted use list, but us sodomites could take it. Bitter, much?


  At first glance, everything appeared normal. I'd been half expecting an inflatable Ken doll at my desk. Then, as I got closer, I noticed the rainbow bumper sticker some dickwad had stuck on the back of my chair. It's not nearly as fun when the subject of a bad joke doesn't react. I'd learned to ignore a lot in the past year. I casually peeled off the sticker and pulled my chair out to sit. I noticed that each desk drawer was taped closed with bumper stickers. And then I saw the prankster had committed the ultimate sacrilege by covering my Who Dat coffee mug by plastering over the fleur de lis. Fucker.


  "Nice look. You do this Gauthier?" Travis asked, pronouncing the name Go-shay, just like it should be said. I noticed my new partner looked a lot more like an executive from one of the Canal Street banks than a detective, but a shit-eating grin replaced his usual smirk. He bumped shoulders with the big detective and looked like he wanted to take him out for a beer. Congratulations in order?


  Motherfucker. My face burned and was grateful my complexion hid the first flush of my anger. I'm too black to be called white, and for some people I was too light to be called black. In a city that's home to the Café du Monde, the comparison to café au lait was unavoidable.


  Gauthier grinned right back. His narrow tie and tight collar made his pink-toned face look more like the Piggly-Wiggly sign every day. His snorting reply in a surprisingly high-pitched voice added to the porcine impression.


  "All in good fun, Trav, all in good fun. He don't mind, do you, gay-boy?"


  Boudreaux was still grinning, and I would have like nothing better than to just head the fuck back home, but I had a job to do. The thought of Jerome on that table in the morgue and what had been done to him strengthened my resolve to let this pass. After this case was over, I was going to find a way to make Gauthier pay.


  "I had no idea I was gonna get to work with such pranksters," Travis said, still in that overly jovial voice. I shot a look at him. "In fact," Travis looked around, "I figured things might be pretty damn dull with a skirt like Dupree as the boss."


  What was he up to? I didn't know him at all. I mean, other than the bare minimum it had taken the surveillance team to discuss our stakeout strategy, we hadn't really talked. So far on this case, he monitored the vids from a safe distance while I put my ass out there every night. This was a partnership made in hell. Something we would both endure until the Loo paired him some other unlucky bastard. For whatever reason, Lieutenant Maxine Dupree seemed to like the bastard, so I suppose she was going to keep it up until she found someone he could tolerate.


  Gauthier gave a little snort then muttered something that sounded a whole lot like "Not for long."


  I couldn't see the expression on Travis' face because he moved until he stood between Gauthier and me, but his knuckles were white where his fingers gripped the big detective's shoulder. "That right? Let me tell you something, Gauthier. You're off the case. I won't fucking work with a bigot. In fact," he looked around the now silent squad room. "All of you can stay home. If you can stomach this shit in here, then I don't need you out there. And you…" He poked a finger into the big man's chest, "clean your fucking mess up. You don't, me and my partner got more than enough to kick your sorry fat ass."


  Without looking over his shoulder, he strode from the room. I followed. Partner?


  He didn't talk much and I didn't know what the hell to say. We drove through a coffee hut and he ordered black and tall for both of us, no room for cream. That was twice he'd bought me coffee and never asked if I liked it black. I did, but why would he just assume?


  Still without talking, he drove into the Quarter, navigated into a half-alley behind Chartres Street. He pulled into a deep garage, made narrow by floor-to-ceiling shelves. The door to his car barely opened wide enough on my side for me to squeeze sideways. I shuffled out and Travis closed and locked the door. Through the carriage gate, up a winding cast iron staircase, I completely ignored the brick-lined tropical courtyard. My gaze was fixed on the twin globes of the finest glutes I'd ever seen.


  "Have a seat and give me a minute to start the coffee pot. This cup isn't enough to hold my eyes open. Then I've got something to show you."


  If I'd bothered to think about it, I would have pegged Travis as one of those impersonal condo-type of guys. Landscaping, pool, gym, babes— all the amenities. Instead, his place resembled a well-appointed houseboat. There was a single large room, with the sitting area and kitchen closest to the door. The kitchen was compact, with plenty of granite, copper, and stainless. The sitting area held the man-cave requisite recliner, a nap-length sofa, and mega-screened television. There were enough tables and throw pillows to ensure comfort, and a place to set your beer. The decorator had known what she was doing with such a compact space— nothing over-powered, and the textures were good quality leathers, suedes, and polished oak. The colors neutral, but not boring, with added splashes of purple, gold, and green in little flourishes around the room to play on the Mardi Gras theme and remind you that this was New Orleans.


  There was one stunning piece in the room that drew the eye: a three-panel black-lacquer folding screen with a hand-painted mask on each panel. Flourishes of feathers, beads, and costume jewels made the divider a work of art. I'd never seen anything like it and wandered over to look more closely.


  Standing this close, I was able to see over the panel into the sleeping area. Two open doors against one wall revealed the bathroom and a walk-in closet. A queen-sized bed was made, but rumpled as if Travis sat there to put on his shoes. Suddenly, I realized how intrusive it was to stare into the man's bedroom, and I turned away to find Travis watching me with his customary smirk.


  "Do I pass inspection?"


  "Yeah, actually you do. This place is great. But I'm a little confused. Why are we here?"


  "I got something I wanted to show the team, but after this morning—"


  "Yeah, well, thanks for that, but you didn't need to bother. I've been putting up with Gauthier's shit ever since he transferred here. Most of the other guys aren't too bad, but the pranks turned a little meaner after he arrived. Nothing I can't handle."


  "Hmmm…" was his noncommittal reply. There wasn't much to say to that because the coffee was hot and there were doughnuts. Travis licked the sugar from his fingers, balled up his napkin, and nailed a three-point shot over his shoulder. "So... want to tell me who Jerome Gorman was to you?"


  I stuffed the last of the doughnut into my mouth and took my time chewing. After a big swallow of coffee, I said, "What do you mean?" I could prevaricate with the best of them.


  "We've been working this case all week, and I haven't asked. It was clear at the morgue that you knew the name. I figured you'd tell me, eventually. Hasn't happened yet. You can't hold out on me if we're going to be partners. You got a conflict on this case I should know about? Were you lovers?"


  And just like that, he put it out there. The elephant in the room just shit all over me. Straight-guy wanted to know about my personal life.


  As if reading my mind, Travis said, "Get over yourself, Sam. I don't give a shit who you fuck. I just want to know if it's something we have to work around."


  I looked at him a long moment, but there was nothing but a reserved compassion on that chiseled face. Blowing out a big breath, I decided Travis had a need to know. After all, he was the lead investigator, and I had a minor, but undeniable, connection to the victim.


  "I first met Jerome when he performed as Honey at the Rainbow Room. You already know she worked there before she went to Biloxi. The club manager, Leroy is a real prick to the girls. Most of the performers who work there are just like Jerome, guys who like to wear a dress and perform in drag. The rest of the time they're usually in street clothes. Leroy won't hire trannies, because he says the hormones make them unstable. He's a real douche."


  "Anyway, there's good money in the clubs on Bourbon, and he usually keeps a stable of queens ready to sing and dance for the tourists. So one night, Honey was trolling for tricks, even though it's against club policy. Everyone knows it happens. Well, Leroy went ballistic, because he saw I was in the club, and figured I was gonna bust her and shut the place down. Leroy had Honey backstage and slapped her around before one of the other girls came and got me. It was a clusterfuck, as you can imagine," I said. I shook my head and laughed.


  "Man, you never saw so much foam rubber and tape. It just ain't right to bend a dick like that. Anyway, by the time I got everyone settled, I ended up giving Jerome a ride home… and he ended up giving me a blowjob. Happened once. We were friendly after that, but nothing more. Jerome was a good guy. He liked to entertain, loved the attention. Other than that cat fight, I don't know of anyone he pissed off."


  Boudreaux smiled, and it wasn't the smirk or the ugly grin he'd given Gauthier. It was just a smile. Dangerous.


  Travis started the surveillance tape at twice the normal speed. We watched me choppily work my way through several bars, over multiple nights. Someone had obviously been busy with an editing program. I came in, danced, flirted, hit on the detective and we left together. Some nights the video continued outside, showed us getting into a taxi all cuddled up.


  We were most of the way through last night's video. "Stop," I said suddenly. "Rewind that bit." I watched more carefully. There was a guy standing just out of camera range. Everything in the shadows but the boots...something about the boots felt familiar. "Rewind to the Tuesday vid, the night I was at Lucan's," I said. I sipped my decidedly now luke-cool coffee.


  There they were again, only this time there was a lot more leg and part of a chest showing. It was right outside the Rainbow Room. The guy stood just barely out of range of the club's security camera. I was in the middle of the screen, my arm slung around Detective Carmichael's shoulders. Credit where credit was due, the married father of five hadn't flinched when I'd nuzzled against his neck and patted his ass just before he slid across the seat of the taxi. Anyone watching us would have been sure the two of us were heading somewhere a lot more private for a more intimate recreational activity.


  Two things I could see clearly from the video. First, Gauthier had been the cab driver that night, and the look of disgust on his face was unmistakable. Second, the boots and blue jeans turned as if the owner was following the path Carmichael and I took to get to the cab. The same boots, two nights later, so close to where I was hitting on another man felt like too much of a coincidence. It felt like I was being watched. We'd scored. I look over at Travis and saw that he approved. This was what he'd wanted the team to see.


  We spent the next several hours reviewing the tapes, on regular speed, sometimes on slow speed, looking for another glimpse of those boots. I thought I caught a glimpse once, but we went frame by frame, and I couldn't actually locate them again. Twice in a week felt good, though.


  We'd been sitting and looking at video for hours. Travis stood and stretched his back. To keep from staring at the visible bulge in his crotch, I rubbed at the spot between my brows where headaches formed when I watched too much television. Jesus, it looked like a nice package… ready for me to unwrap—


  "All right, what now?" I asked, before I thought any more about what I wanted to stick down my throat.


  "We're going back to Lucan's tonight."


  "Yeah, small problem there, Trav. Who the hell am I gonna hit on? You told everyone else to stay home."


  "What do you think, Rainbow Brite? You're going to hit on me. Now you want to crash here for a few hours? You can have the couch. It's going to be a late night."


  CHAPTER 3


  Travis had managed to snag a stool near the center of the bar, and nursed a glass of something amber. Three empty glasses formed a line in front of him. He looked like a convention escapee, on the rumpled side of business casual. I was dressed much as I had been all the other nights, in tight jeans and my black leather vest. Tonight, I'd left the shirt off and added some flash with a heavy gold necklace and diamond stud earrings. Without the shirt the gold hoops through my nipples would stand out against my darker skin and lightly furred chest.


  I knew what we were there to do, and based on the surveillance videos, it looked like we had a real shot at drawing the moth to my flame. I would play my part for all I was worth, and if Travis Boudreaux got a little more than he bargained for… so be it. He was the one who'd decided to play Lone Ranger. Even if Travis hadn't kicked everybody else off the surveillance, the Loo would have taken them for a new string of murders that had just cropped up. We were only investigating crimes against gays, after all. The newest task force was hunting some bizarre ritual killer and murders that involved blood draining. There was always something weird going on in the Crescent City. We'd been promised backup tonight if our case turned hot.


  I took my time, danced with a couple of guys, careful to keep my credentials as a player open. I didn't want to do anything differently than I'd done here the night I'd "hit" on Carmichael. One particularly persistent twink was doing his best to snag me for a private trip to the back room. The third time he approached me to dance, he writhed and bumped his slender body against mine in time to the driving beat of the music, apparently in an effort to impale himself on my dick through my jeans. I might be working, but shit… I was only human. I gripped his hips and ground against his ass. I wasn't going to get off, but after all, the goal was to make me look like I was chasing white meat. I was only doing my job. Besides, turning him away didn't seem polite.


  Hands grabbed me from behind and hips pressed against my ass, much as I was doing to blondie. For a minute, I was the main course in a serving of manwich. All I wanted to do was close my eyes and enjoy. Then a familiar voice spoke low in my ear…


  "Lose the fluff," Travis all but growled. Before I could react, the song ended. In that momentary quiet that sometimes happens in a crowded room, he leaned around me and said very clearly. "Get. Lost." As the next song cranked up, he leaned in and spoke loudly against my ear. "Hey, you want to dance?"


  Apparently, we were changing the game plan. He was supposed to wait for me at the bar, so that I could pick him up. It wasn't a hard and fast rule, because of the seven victims we'd identified, only four had been in bars just before the attacks. The last three, plus one of the Baton Rouge vics. We hadn't found a specific link between the others yet. Unless you count the obvious racial and gay overtones. The first three attacks had occurred near Baton Rouge, nearly ten years ago. The unsolved case had made a big impression on then-rookie cop, Travis Boudreaux, and without him, the NOPD might not have caught on to the series of crimes as quickly as they did. The way I figured, Travis was entitled to run this operation any way he saw fit.


  "Since you just sent my best shot at getting laid on a hike, I figure the least you owe me is a dance," I said. Then I smiled my best, lazy smile and began to move.


  Although he'd approached me to dance, Travis was apparently still in his white-businessman-on-a-dangerous-adventure act. As he moved in time with the music, hands loose by his sides, he caught his lower lip between his teeth. The gesture was tentative and sexy as hell. Damn. For someone who always looked so well put together in a business sort of way, I didn't expect Travis would be much in the dance department.


  Stepping closer, I placed my hands on his hips and followed his movements. He looked down where our crotches almost met. I couldn't tell for sure what he was seeing in the dim light of the club, but I kept us from touching below the waist. If he came any closer, he would feel just how vested my interest in keeping us apart was. This was the difficult part for me… making it look to others like I was interested in the tall, good looking white guy while I pretended to my partner— the straight cop— that it was all an act. Because no matter how I tried to rationalize things, my cock was most definitely standing up and taking notice.


  "Relax," he said. I didn't actually hear the words, but I read his lips.


  Boudreaux stepped closer, and I tightened my hold on his hips, keeping the separation, but moving in time with the sway of his body. His lips quirked into his infuriatingly sexy smile and his right eyebrow arched. Then he changed the scene on me again, as he placed both of his big hands on the bare skin of my stomach, and began a slow slide up toward my chest. The palms of his hands were deliciously calloused as he rubbed against my damp skin.


  When Travis reached my pecs, he gave a tentative squeeze. I imagined he was doing some kind of straight guy's comparison to a woman's breasts. His thumbs brushed over the piercings and pebbled my nipples. For a long moment, we both froze. The music thrummed on, men all around us were dancing, pressing, groping. Some would be looking for the one, others for the just-for-tonight one. It didn't matter; the hunger for sex was palpable. Sweat mixed with cologne and after-shave. We stood still, the shock on his face probably mirrored mine, but I was sure it wasn't for the same reason. It's one thing to play act that you're gay, it's a different animal when you've got your hands on a whole lot of sweaty manflesh.


  Then his expression went from touristy trepidation to fucking hungry and he pulled me by the nipple rings until our pants were the only thing that separated us. His dick was as hard as mine.


  "Fuck," he whispered against my lips, just before he mashed our mouths together. There was no hesitation, just tongue and teeth and hunger. The tug and twists of the rings created a line of heat, straight to my cock. I raked my fingers into his short, silky hair to prolong the kiss.


  The music pounded, a hot pumping rhythm, and all around us men were engaged in the same mating rituals we were. Our hips ground out a parody of fucking as a dance.


  As the song ended, so did our kiss. We didn't pull apart, just rested our foreheads together, breathing fast. My heart pounded, and I swear I could hear his heart too. Of course that was probably just my own pulse throbbing in my ears. The DJ was shouting something into the mic, something about the sexiest partners contest that was coming up at the top of the hour, and the music started again. Something low and slow, and dead sexy.


  We should talk. I mean… I knew… hell— we both knew that we were here undercover, but there was no fucking way that was the kiss of a bi-curious man. It certainly wasn't the kiss of a straight man playacting to build a cover. Was it? I pulled back far enough to meet Travis' gaze without crossing my eyes. He looked back, that fucking half smile back in place.


  "Man, you fly so low, you don't even make a blip on my fucking gaydar," I said.


  "Good to know," he said. He slid his hands to my waist and I reached around and hooked my thumbs in the waistband of his slacks. I rested my chin on his shoulder, and he did the same to me. I used the quiet of the song to settle my brain. Despite the heat that burned between us, we were still working. The temptation was to jump three steps ahead and forget about this damned case for the night. Just one night. We'd worked straight through the week and we deserved a day off. Didn't we?


  "How about after this I buy you a drink," I suggested. I was struggling to maintain my composure.


  "Mmm, sounds good. It's early yet; we need to give the assholes plenty of time to find us. Don't want to peak too soon."


  We took a few more turns around the dance floor, to give ourselves time to recover more than anything else. Then we moved back to the bar and ordered. A club soda for him, Coke for me.


  I sat on the stool and Travis moved to stand between my knees, facing me. With a big palm on each leg, he slid his hands over the tight denim… a slow exploration of thigh that ended with a light brush of hand that traced the inseam from my balls to the fly. I fought back a shiver and thought about pushing his hand away. Instead, I spread my legs a little wider. He was right; it was early. So far, both sightings had occurred long after midnight. We still had a couple of hours before we should expect our watchers. We needed to pace ourselves.


  "You're playing a dangerous game, Boudreaux. You keep brushing that hand on my cock, I'm gonna take you out back and feed it to you."


  "Yeah?" His lids were heavy, giving him a sleepy, sexy look. One that made me want to see him in my bed one morning. Before he shaved that dark shadow on his jaw, his hair bed-tousled, morning wood … Fuck.


  "Think you could?" he said. Then the fucker licked his lips. Lips that were swollen from our kisses.


  "Knock it off, Trav. Don't fuck with me." I pushed him on the shoulder and he moved half a step back. I didn't know what in the hell to think. I needed to get his hands off of me for few minutes. The contact was clouding my judgment. And there was always the possibility that he was just fucking with me. Before tonight I would have sworn he was straight. But that kiss felt damn real. Now that we weren't touching, I was able to think. This situation had all kinds of wrong written all over it.


  Travis held his hands up. "I won't push. This is your show… just know I'm not looking for a one off. And I'm not looking to make it public. I don't do out at work. You think you can handle that, we can talk after this case wraps. But you gotta know you have me wound so tight I about blew my load on the dance floor."


  Damn, that was more personal information than I'd ever heard him say at once. And I didn't have a clue what to do with it, because I was too far out of the closet to ever think about going back.


  I looked away to gather my thoughts and watched with a sense of helpless amusement as a pair of very familiar looking cowboy boots emerged from the crowd that hovered near the dance floor.


  I slid my gaze past our suspect, as if I was scanning the crowd. I didn't want to reveal our interest in him, if he was looking in our direction. At a quick glance, my impression was Caucasian, five feet eight or nine without the boots, maybe a buck sixty soaking wet, and a resemblance to a rat. I reversed my scan of the room, snuck another quick look.


  "Come here, baby," I said. Travis raised his eyebrow, but let me pull him back into a more intimate position between my knees. Guess he hadn't been expecting an endearment. I pressed my face to his neck and couldn't resist taking a taste between the words.


  "We have an audience. I'm going to turn you around like we're watching the dance floor together. Cowboy will be on your left, ten o'clock position. He's holding a drink and doesn't look at all happy."


  Travis didn't stiffen or show any outward sign of tension, but I sensed a new type of awareness in the strong back and long muscles. With my hands on his hips, Travis turned and leaned against me, moving in time to the music as he watched the dance floor. He moved in tight until I was spooning his ass.


  "Now I've got you right where I want you," I murmured against his ear. I pulled his shirt loose from his waistband and slid my hands underneath the sweat-damp material. "Did you get a look at him?"


  "Yep, got him. Looks like a rat. No way he's the one subduing the victims. Not unless he's got a gun, and none of the reports…" he trailed off as I pinched his nipples. We had to make this look good, after all. I licked and bit his neck, and kept him between the rat and me. With Travis as a shield, I could watch our suspect, without being obvious. Boudreaux stretched his neck and leaned his head to the side. Anyone watching us would think it was to give me better access. I knew he was looking through partially closed lids so he could see the same thing I was.


  "Okay, I'm going to call it in, and get the back-up on site," he murmured. "As soon as we get the word they're outside, we'll take a little stroll… see if we can't draw these bastards out. You ready, baby?" He drew out the word, and ground his ass against my painfully hard cock.


  The combination of nightclub dark and flashing lights gave a false intimacy to the moment. I traced my fingers down his chest, lightly scraping his skin through the dusting of smooth hair. His stomach muscles jumped and twitched at the contact. When I cupped him through his pants he was hard and thick. My mouth watered at the thought of all that cock pounding against the back of my throat.


  We were certainly maintaining our cover. Now the challenge was to stay more aware of our surroundings than we were of each other. I continued to watch the dancers while Travis made a gesture to indicate he was going to the bathroom. Our quarry watched him go, but stayed on the periphery of the dance floor. Since the target was invariably the black guy, we'd not worried over much about Travis being followed when he went to make the call to the Lieutenant.


  Frowning, I checked my watch for the third time. Boudreaux had been gone for nearly ten minutes and I was getting a bad feeling. I set my drink on the bar, signaling to the bartender that I wanted to close out our tab. Just as I removed my wallet from the pocket of my jeans, strong arms wrapped around me from behind. Christ, he already smelled familiar to me. More relieved than I cared to admit, I leaned into his embrace while I counted out the bills and tossed them on the bar.


  "Miss me?" His tongue traced a line behind my ear. I waved off the change and turned in his arms. Cupping his face in my hands, I kissed him. This wasn't like the hot, hungry kisses we'd shared on the dance floor. This kiss was slow and sweet, full of need and layered with oh-so-glad-you're-okay.


  "Mmm… nice," he said, as we pulled away from the kiss. "Dance with me once more before we leave?" He pulled me closer and wrapped strong arms around my back, a gentle rocking motion that had nothing to do with the song playing in the background. I didn't trust myself to speak, my throat felt unaccountably tight. We moved together for a few minutes before he started to speak.


  "So, I talked to Maxine and she called the case. We're off for now."


  I tried to jerk my head back to look at him, but he had me in a tight grip masquerading as an embrace. Slowly, I relaxed and waited for the rest of whatever it was he had to tell me.


  "There've been two more murders— not our guys, but the one the task force is chasing. This time the bodies were left at the St. Louis Cemetery Number Three. The Voodoo Mysteries Full Moon Tours group found them. Apparently, the guide called the press before he called the cops."


  "Dave Marker and his TV3 camera crew were on scene and thought it was a good idea to show the bodies and make the connection between these latest victims and the other three murders. He's tagged it the Vampire murders, and now every station in town is carrying the story. Two of the national morning shows are going to broadcast live in the morning. After Marker's broadcast, people started showing up at Armstrong Park… site of the first murder and where the live broadcasts will be tomorrow."


  "The mayor is fucking pissed about the negative publicity. She doesn't want a single word about the gay bashing in the Quarter to leak on top of everything else. So, we're finished. Boss says we can pick it up in a couple of days, once this other case is put to bed."


  "That means we've got all this," he pumped his hips and his cock brushed against mine, "and nothing else to do with our evening. So, what do you want to do next?"


  Travis pulled back far enough that we could look at each other. I thought his expression might look similar to mine… carefully schooled to hide the frustration. We were here, all the groundwork was laid, and there was one major flaw in the lieutenant's plan if we walked away tonight. Travis nodded his head at me, as if I'd spoken my thoughts out loud.


  "We've already set you up as a target. Nobody's going to tell the bad guys we've decided to take a little break. I think we're going to have a little change in the orders… since I'm the lead on this case," he said.


  "I thought you said we were shut down?"


  Travis leaned forward and gave me a quick kiss. Not the slow and sexy, not the hot and hungry. This was the guy I was supposed to meet here… the businessman out for an adventure in the Big Easy. "Play along, Sam. We'll go ahead and finish our show, here, then I'm going to take you home with me. We'll see if we can't draw them out tonight. Now that we're sure the target's on your back, you aren't going anywhere alone."


  CHAPTER 4


  "He's still out there," Travis said. He let the blinds slip from his hand with a barely perceptible movement. "We have complete confirmation now that you are at least of interest to this guy. It has to be connected to the attacks. It's too much of a coincidence to believe that a random guy is following you and watching you pick up white guys. The last three victims all were in the Quarter, in the same bars. This feels right."


  "It's not even midnight, yet," I said. "None of the other attacks happened this early. Given the number of calls he's made on his cell phone, he must be calling in the others, don't you think?"


  "I do think. That's exactly why we have to wrap this tonight. We aren't going to get any more help, you know."


  "Yeah, I gathered that from what you said at the club. Tell me again about the other murders?"


  "I don't know much more than what Maxine said on the phone. She wants us in on the briefing at change of shift. They working theory is it's some Goth role-playing group that's decided they're vampires. They are selecting young vics, ages eighteen to twenty-five, so far… all people out alone in dark, lonely areas. The profiler thinks one of the killers must have some knowledge of embalming, since each body has been drained and the cause of death is blood loss. Five bodies in three days. Feebs are on the way, and now the press has gotten a hold of it. With a tag like Vampire murders here in New Orleans? I can understand why it's a huge priority, even if I don't like what it does to our case," he finished.


  "Jesus. All right, then how do you want to handle this, tonight?"


  "I think we wait a couple of hours, let the rest of his pack arrive. Then you head out, like we're done with our hook up. I'll follow, but far enough behind so that we get them between us. One obvious danger is if they try to surround you first, but there aren't any blind alleys if you walk west from here toward Armstrong Park."


  "And every cop in the city is in that direction—"


  "Exactly. We'll call in an anonymous 911 about a possible mugging just before you head out the door. That should get some uniforms to roll to the general vicinity. You'll have to turn and confront them, but don't worry, I'll have your back."


  "As far as plans go… that's possibly the worst I've ever heard." I laughed at the wonderful absurdity of the idea.


  "Yeah, I know." Then Travis grinned back. "That's what makes this fun. Now here's a map, let's walk through this step-by-step. You have your weapon, right?"


  We spent another half hour discussing every possible contingency. Doorways, alley entrances, dark corners… we reviewed until we'd identified the likely choice of the ambush site. Then we picked our own spot. I would lead them in the direction we wanted. Going against the traffic on a one-way street so they wouldn't be able to get a vehicle there and would have to follow on foot. My pace would be brisk, until just before the spot we'd chosen for our own version of the ambush. Three of them, two of us.


  As of yet, they'd never shown any of their victims a gun, and between Travis and me, we had four. Yes, it might be loose, but it felt very right to me. I was surprised to realize that I trusted my new partner. Because, like it or not, I was putting my life in his hands. There was no room for doubt, here. Like the promise I'd made to Jerome in the morgue. I've got you now. Only now, I was in Boudreaux's hands.


  We sat on the long couch, hip-to-hip, maps and photos spread on the low coffee table. Conversation had been brisk, energized by the planning stage, knowing we were finished with the surveillance and ready to take these pricks down.


  The room grew quiet. No more shuffling of paper, no more talk. Just two men, hyper aware of each other, with an hour on their hands, and nothing left to be done.


  On the same wavelength, Travis turned to face me, and wrapped one of his big hands behind my head. Neither of us moved for a long minute. My pulse raced and breath quickened. A sudden rush of fight or flight made every muscle twitch in anticipation. This man did things to my head that I didn't much care for. Made me question who I thought I was, what I wanted. He'd said he didn't do casual… and he wasn't out. I was both casual and out, and pretty damned happy with my life most of the time. So, what the fuck was this? As if that wasn't trouble enough, we were partners. At least for this week. If we did this and still had to work with each other every day… yeah, this was just fucking wrong on so many levels.


  "Stop. You're thinking too damned much, Sam. We'll worry about what this is later." Apparently, Travis was a mind reader, too. Then I did quit thinking, because Travis slid from the couch and moved between my knees. He pushed the vest from my shoulders and whispered, "Gotta taste you, now."


  Teeth tugged at one nipple ring and fingers pinched the other, and any switch still waiting to be flipped clicked straight on over to fully engaged. My legs fell open and Travis pressed his chest against my denim-clad cock while he worked at my pecs. Tongue and teeth, pain and soothe, pinch, then palm. I arched into the sensations and my head was heavy against the back of the couch. Hands tugged at my fly, and then I was lifting my hips at the silent command of strong fingers.


  I opened heavy lids and watched as Boudreaux got a look at my fully erect package. I'm vain—sue me.


  "Jesus Christ," he whispered. Then his lips wrapped around the dark chocolate mushroom head of my long, curved dick. He made appreciative noises as he started sliding me in and out of his mouth. Each pass was hotter, wetter, deeper. He moaned with my cock deep in his throat. Oh fuck.


  "You like that? One of these days I'm gonna stick that cock in your ass and fuck you blind, Boudreaux." I held the back of his head and pressed down gently. He opened and took all of me, and his throat worked as he struggled to breathe. His head bobbed faster. One hand worked my balls, his pace as frenzied and hot as my need. He needed to pull off or I was going to lose my load in that hot, sweet mouth.


  I reached between us to push him away and finish myself, but he knocked my hand back with a growl. That was all the invitation I needed. I gripped his head with both hands and drove relentlessly, pounding the back of this throat until my hips thrust a final time and the cum pumped from me in white-hot spurts that left me in heart-stuttering spasms. When he'd swallowed every last drop he could suck out of me, he hummed and gentled me out of his mouth with licks and kisses. He wasn't finished.


  "Don't fucking move," Travis said.


  As if that was likely. I didn't think I could voluntarily control my muscles yet. His hands were shaking as he quickly stripped, and climbed on top of me where I sat sprawled on the couch. With one hand on his cock, his other hand went back to pulling and tugging on a gold hoop.


  "I fucking love the piercings," he said. His voice was a whispered growl in the quiet apartment. He slapped his cock against my pecs, then rubbed the head against the metal loop as I arched up into the touch. "I can't… oh shit… yes… Sam…." With just a few short strokes, he shot his load on my chest.


  His whole body shuddered with the effort to remain upright. I guided him forward until I was supporting his weight as he leaned against the back of the couch. Breathing hard, we both stayed that way for a few minutes. With my face pressed against his stomach, I was able to kiss and lick some of his salty jizz. Delicious.


  Before we moved, I took a few minutes to appreciate the man spread over the top of me. My imagination hadn't done him justice, despite the fantasies. His everyday business attire had camouflaged the hard, heavy build. I knew he was a runner, and his chest and legs were golden from the sun. Our contrasting skin tones were hot as hell. I stroked my hand over his creamy white ass and knew I'd be coming back for more. The thought of watching my big black dick breach his hole had my tired cock twitching with interest.


  I pushed that thought away, for now. It was time to get to work.


  CHAPTER 5


  There aren't many things in life more disconcerting than walking down a deserted street, your footsteps echoing through the heavy damp of a New Orleans night. The faint noise from the remaining revelers near the heart of the Vieux Carre was barely a whisper on an imagined breeze. A trickle of sweat tickled down my spine and I tried not to imagine an 'X' marking a spot. I knew that somewhere behind me, our rat in cowboy boots was following along with at least one of his cohorts. Although we both had thought we could make out three distinct shapes just beyond the iron carriage gate, we couldn't be certain until I was already out the door and being followed. Stalked. Hunted.


  Travis had my back. I knew that. But we also knew that it was stupid for us to try to take these three down alone. Under ideal circumstances, you try to find out as much as you can, in order to build the best possible case for the District Attorney. We'd had no leads to start with…all we knew, or suspected we knew, was approximately every ten to fourteen days for the past three months, a gay black man had been beaten shortly after having sex with a white male he'd met in a bar, or in the case of victim number two, in a Laundromat. These cases were similar to crimes that occurred ten years earlier in Baton Rouge. The beating and sexual assault was escalating and evidence indicated three men were involved.


  There were no phones to tap, no witness identifications, no links between the victims or the white males who'd been sexually active with the victims. What we had was location, opportunity, and a probably motive. And now what we had was me.


  If we shut down for a week until the political climate was more to the mayor's liking, these men would target some other victim. As Mejeda had said, the group's level of violence was escalating. If we removed me as a likely target until the timing was more convenient, then these pricks would just pick another victim. No … despite the stupidity of the situation, it was the only thing we could do that made sense.


  I slowed my pace slightly, just as Travis and I had planned. I wouldn't have noticed if I hadn't been listening. Footsteps sped forward, and then suddenly a swipe of air near my head brought me up short. I spun to find the one thing we thought we couldn't count on. Detective Gauthier had arrived. The cavalry was here. I pulled my weapon and turned my back on him to face the men following me. When the first blow came from behind me, I was knocked me to my knees. The second blow had my right hand and arm hanging numbly by my side. My gun clattered uselessly to the sidewalk.


  Suddenly, I was surrounded. Three hate-filled faces looked down at me: the rat-faced cowboy, Gauthier, and a tall, skinny man who would have looked at home in a zombie movie.


  "God damn it, Trudeau, wait until I search him," Gauthier yelled.


  That was the only warning that another blow was coming. I managed to dodge my head, and the dead-looking Trudeau caught the shoulder of my already ruined right arm with a steel pipe. I bit back a scream. I tried to roll, only to bump into rat-face's cowboy boot with my cheek. Then they closed in, kicking at me in a heated frenzy, not selective about location, just about inflicting pain. I scrunched myself into a ball and tried to protect my head. Christ, where was Travis…


  I fought off the dark that threatened to overtake me. It would be the kiss of death. I thought of Jerome, of the forced fellatio, the rape. He'd been a gentle man who had died alone and afraid. It wasn't going to happen to me. I twisted and turned to avoid another swipe of to the head from rat-face's cowboy boot.


  "Boudreaux—" I yelled, racked with pain, desperate to stay conscious.


  "Surprise, gay-boy. Lover boy's not coming. You thought you could get away with treating me like shit?" Gauthier said as he cranked back the bat to swing at my head like it was a fastball. As the bat cleared his shoulder, I pulled my ankle piece. Holding it left-handed, I aimed at his chest, and without hesitation I pulled the trigger. Gauthier's mouth opened, formed a silent "O" before his knees buckled. Then in slow motion, he tilted forward and his face slapped pavement with the wet sound of meat hitting sidewalk. Dead.


  From a distance I heard the shouts. "Fuck you. Goddamn motherfucking racist pigs. Gonna fucking kill you…" It took me a minute to realize the person screaming was me. I pointed my gun at rat-face, and the bullet caught him in the back as he turned to run. The shot wasn't clean, but I got enough of his shoulder to spin him around and knock him down. I flipped over onto my belly and tried not to scream with the pain of my right arm. It felt broken from shoulder to wrist.


  The whoop of a siren bounced off the brick lined street and a patrol car, lights flashing, came roaring the wrong way on the one-way street. Lights flashed, spinning along with my vision. Red, blue, melting, swirling. I heard the whoosh of the pipe as the last of the men took a swing at my head. I fired blind, a cold fear washing over me. Then something connected with my temple. It wasn't like the lights went out, like when I'd been knocked out before. This was a slow fall from a very great height. I had plenty of time to think— to remember. Down through the memories of my life, through the memories of tonight, down through the terror of what they might have done to Travis.


  ****


  I woke just as slowly as I fell. I was climbing out of the deepest, darkest hole. A well? Where was I? Where was Boudreaux? Gradually, the barely perceptible flicker of a fluorescent light permeated my drug-addled brain. The beeps, crepe soles on linoleum, urgent voices, whirring squeezes on my triceps every few minutes. Hospital. I was at the Medical Center. I tried to open my eyes, but the glare of light pierced my brain, and all I could do was moan.


  I must have slept, because this time when I woke, the lights in the room were dimmed. I tried to move my arm to reach for the call button but it weighed thousands of pounds and was apparently tied to the bed.


  "Hello?" I managed to croak out.


  "Hey. Hey, Sam. You're awake," said a familiar voice that I couldn't place. Then Carmichael stepped out of the gloom. "Let me get the nurse," he said.


  "Where's Boudreaux?"


  Ignoring me, he stepped through the door, letting in the harsh glare of the hallway lights. He returned a moment later with a dark-skinned man dressed in pale teal scrubs.


  "Well, hey there, sugar. I'm Nurse Marco Westin…but you can just call me Wes. It's nice to see you awake. There've been cops here all day waiting to see you're okay. How are we feeling?"


  All day? Hadn't I been brought in at night? "I have no fucking idea how you're feeling— Wes. I hurt like hell and I want to see my partner. Where's Boudreaux, Carmichael?"


  The nurse interrupted me before my rant fully got going. "Detective Carmichael… I'm going to have to ask you to step out while I take Detective Garrett's vital signs. Doctor Gonzalez is on her way up, so it will be about thirty or forty minutes before he can have visitors. Would you mind going to the waiting room and letting all those nice officers know that Mr. Garrett is awake? Oh, and I believe your Lieutenant wanted to be called the minute he woke up."


  Wes kept up a steady banter of details about my vital signs until the door opened and a tiny woman who looked to be as old as Methuselah stepped into the room. After introductions, she got straight to business. It was a bad business. My right arm had been shattered from shoulder to wrist. I was now held together by screws and plates— a walking advertisement for the power of titanium. She couldn't say how much range of motion I'd regain. She couldn't say if would be able to shoot right-handed. She couldn't say if I'd ever be able to be a cop. She couldn't fucking say if I'd be able to hold a goddamn pen.


  She left me there, the stunned owner of a shattered and newly repaired bionic arm, and when I'd asked the question foremost on my mind… what happened to Detective Boudreaux… she couldn't say that, either.


  Wes did something with the IV bag attached through a shunt to my left forearm and then a burning sensation flowed up my arm and my heart efficiently pumped the drug through my body to take away my pain and the rest of my questions. I heard the words as sleep pulled me under, the words I'd already known were coming. "I'm sorry, sugar. Detective Boudreaux didn't make it."


  CHAPTER 6


  The world changed during the week I was kept drugged and in the hospital. Changed in the way humanity understood its existence. As Wes wheeled me through the hospital to the vehicle waiting to take me to the funeral, I saw face after face, all ordinary people stunned, shocked, afraid, angry. They were all changed in the same way the horrific events of 9/11 changed New Yorkers. There was no telling when, or if, anyone would feel safe again. Before we would know what normal was.


  The Vampire murders had been solved. A young man, claiming to be a newly turned vampire, had confessed to all of the murders when he'd been cornered in an alley with his latest victim. I'd lain in my hospital bed that night, flipping between channels, watching journalists flit between somber-faced psychiatric experts and wild-eyed psychics. I'd drifted into another drug-induced sleep only to wake in the early morning hours to the live scene outside the stationhouse as they prepared to transfer the young man to the courthouse for his arraignment.


  The reporters spoke in golf whispers and the sound of agonized screaming carried clearly enough over the morning airwaves. When the doors to the precinct opened, there was a moment in which the entire world was changed forever. It probably seemed much longer than it really was, because the image had been captured on newspapers around the world.


  One instant, Detective David Carmichael and an FBI agent wearing a deep blue windbreaker held the wailing young killer by his arms, manhandling him through the doors. The next moment there was a snap of electricity, a spark, and then there was nothing between the two law enforcement officers but a smoldering pile of ashes. All caught on live television. Apparently, vampires really were destroyed by sunlight.


  There had been no news worth reporting since that moment except the emerging story that vampires existed. A whole new celebrity culture emerged, with paranormal experts out during the day, and representatives of the "Vampire Council" on the air at night. The governments of all nations were working frantically to restore order and reassure citizens that the young murderer was a rogue, an aberration.


  As earth shattering as that moment had been, I'd not been able to take it all in. My mind shut down at the world's problems because I had enough heartache of my own. The Lieutenant had finally told me the rest of what happened the night I'd been attacked. I'd killed Gauthier and Trudeau. The first with intention, the second by luck.


  The two of them had met when Gauthier had been a guard at Angola, prior to joining NOPD. Trudeau was the driving force behind the attacks. He and the rat-faced man, known as Walters had been active in a gay-bashing gang near Baton Rouge before Trudeau went to prison on an unrelated charge. The three of them had been a match made in hell and brought their show to New Orleans in order to clean up what they considered to be a modern-day Sodom and Gomorrah. They'd been able to get the story from a weepy Walters, who was firmly placing the responsibility on Trudeau— who he considered the second coming of Christ.


  Travis had never made it beyond the courtyard. Gauthier and Trudeau must have been waiting for him and they'd fought viciously, before Travis had been left to die of his injuries and blood loss and they'd come after me. Walters denied they'd attacked Boudreaux, but since he'd been the closest behind me, he couldn't really know what the other two had done. Even though it could hardly matter, I vowed that as soon as I was healed, I would find out exactly what had happened. Just like Jerome, Travis was mine now.


  Wes pressed the blue square button to open the doors leading to a side entrance of the Emergency Room— out of the way of the press. Unlike the vampire, I didn't explode into flames and ashes, but I did have to blink hard against the late afternoon sunlight. My throat was tight with relief when I saw that both Dave Carmichael and Maxine Dupree waited for me. They were dressed in their service dress uniforms, pressed and polished, expressions alternately somber and smiles.


  They'd come to take me to Travis' memorial service.


  ****


  I know there were words, but I couldn't hear them. All I could hear was that voice that rasped against my heart. The voice that promised we would be partners… promised tomorrow… promised…


  I sat alone, at my request. There was no family, no close friends except the officers and detectives of the New Orleans and Baton Rouge Police Departments. They sat on opposing sides of the center aisle; like this was a wedding and they could only support one-half of the man he'd been. I don't think anyone there knew he was gay, except me, and I supposed that would have pleased his closeted ass. I couldn't help but wonder what could have been between us—


  My thoughts broke off as the formal part of the service ended and it was time for those who knew him to stand and say a few words. People were looking at me, but God knew I didn't want to go first. Maxine saved me, probably out of duty, I didn't know. She walked around behind that open gleaming casket, the one I'd not yet been able to bring myself to look inside.


  She cleared her throat, swallowed once, and flicked her eyes toward the coffin. Her expression was almost comical in the exaggerated way her eyebrows rose and her jaw dropped open. I followed her gaze, ignoring the murmurs and gasps from behind me.


  Sitting there in his dress uniform, his brow furrowed and blinking rapidly as he scanned the room was none other than Travis Boudreaux. Then his gaze fixed on me, his expression lost, hurt, scared…


  "Sam? What the fuck is going on?"
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  Two men embrace passionately with Moscow's Red Square in the background.
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  AMERICAN BOY


  by Dany Sirene


  From the second the plane landed, Cam knew he was going to hate this place.


  I shouldn't have to do this, buzzed the angry thought in his mind as he followed the burly, black-clad security men his father had sent for him. Not one, not two, but three. He was that afraid Cam would make a run for it.


  In truth, Camden had contemplated it more than a few times.


  Once he climbed in the back of the sleek black Mercedes that waited for him outside, he instinctively reached for the minibar. It contained two cans of soda. Cam should have expected this, really, but he still swore and slammed the bar shut harder than necessary.


  He leaned back on the seat, propping his dirty sneaker up on the pale beige leather, and pulled out his phone. Of course, there was no one to call. An ocean effectively separated him from all his friends. From all the bad influences, as his father put it.


  So he browsed the tourist guide to Moscow, feeling like a loser. He wouldn't be doing much partying, his father would take care of that— so what was he supposed to do for the next three months? Visit museums? Sightsee?


  After one of Camden's escapades made it to the society pages yet again, his father decided enough was enough. Camden Crawfield III would spend the summer in Moscow, where his father held a position at the United States embassy. Normally, that sounded like fun. But his father intended to keep Cam close by, where he could keep an eye on him.


  That effectively ruled out any and all fun.


  Cam scrolled through pages and pages of what looked like very promising nightclubs and bars and wanted to howl with frustration at the sheer unfairness of it. He was nineteen, an adult. He did not have to put up with this indignity.


  Outside the tinted window, views of downtown Moscow passed by, and a few times Cam couldn't help but stare. The gigantic, ornate buildings, elegant churches with gilded cupolas, and eventually the tall, forbidding spire of the Kremlin in the background, seemed ominous. He recalled his father going on and on about rich cultural heritage and this and that, but he'd mostly zoned out.


  Either way, it wasn't what interested him. He glimpsed designer boutiques, rows and rows of the most prestigious names screaming at him, entrances to nightclubs, bars, and restaurants, and seethed.


  He arrived at the hotel suite reserved for him by his father around five p.m. local time, jet-lagged and exhausted. He found the room was the best the hotel had to offer, but the bar was empty here, too. On the desk by the giant French window sat a lone sheet of paper with a message from his father— on the Embassy stationery, neatly typed up, of course. It greeted him with all the warmth of a Siberian winter and kindly informed him that his psychologist appointment was tomorrow at seven-thirty a.m. sharp, and non-attendance would bring on grave consequences. Cam crumpled it and threw it in a corner.


  That very evening, he tried to sneak out. It proved a little more difficult than he anticipated. He stuck his head out the door only to see two black-clad figures with grave faces pacing the hall, trying to look nonchalant but failing. Cam shut the door and cursed under his breath. He hoped his dad would be above actually putting up guards outside his room, but apparently Cam had gotten him angry enough.


  Well, well, he thought furiously. He doesn't know what he's up against.


  With a sigh, he took off his fashionably ripped denim jacket and stretched his arms. He worked out with a trainer several times a week, and he considered himself fit. He was sure he would manage something so simple.


  Normally, he would never try a stunt like this. But his indignation and anger made him daring.


  He slid the window open and stepped out onto the little balcony. Immediately he hesitated— the sight of a ten-story drop made his head spin. But then again, he didn't need to climb down all that. All he needed was to get on a balcony outside a room where someone would let him through.


  It didn't occur to him at the time how exactly he intended to get back in. But he was determined. His father would not have the last word. He would not lock Cam up like he was some raving lunatic.


  He leaned over the edge of the balcony. This should be a piece of cake, he thought. He threw his leg over the railing, and immediately hesitated. Suddenly his palms became damp as he gripped the bars. He climbed outside the railing, balancing himself on his toes on a ledge of no more than a few inches. He held on to the elaborate baroque-style bars as he felt the emptiness below him with his foot, trying to find the edge of the balcony below him. His foot dangled in nothingness, and when he tried to look over his shoulder all he could see was the street below, full of blinking lights and roaring cars. He was overcome with the sensation that his hands were about to slip, and held on for dear life, paralyzed with fear.


  Cam wasn't sure for how long he hung there like this. He debated yelling for help, but realized it was unlikely anyone would hear him. Inwardly he cursed himself with every word he could think of, wondering if maybe his dad had a point.


  Next thing he knew, out of nowhere, someone grabbed on to his ankle and yanked. Seized with terror, Cam held on to the bars of the railing and kicked out blindly with all the strength he could muster. He heard laughter from below, and voices, male and female. He listened and realized they were speaking in Russian, but by the sound of it they were quite drunk.


  "Help!" he hollered.


  Another explosion of laughter followed, and Cam felt someone take his foot and guide it to— thank God!— a solid surface. He balanced his weight on it while his other foot found the railing. As carefully as he could, he lowered himself until the balcony below came into view.


  He almost let go of the railing in surprise. He found himself face to face with a guy with blond cherubic curls and bright blue eyes, clad in a skin-tight rhinestoned T-shirt and with a massive gold chain around his neck. The guy eyed him curiously. Cam stared back, slack-jawed.


  The guy said something in Russian and laughed. Other voices echoed, and Cam finally noticed the five or six other people gathered behind him, tall, modelesque girls and muscular, tanned guys, all of them decked out to excess just like the blond guy.


  The blond guy repeated the unfamiliar words again, and Cam only shook his head.


  "Sorry," he said, feeling stupid. "English?"


  Blondie exchanged a glance with a sequin-clad girl behind him and laughed.


  "Get down from there," he said, in more than decent English— with a kind of British intonation to it and yet with an unmistakably Slavic accent.


  Cam remembered that, indeed, he was suspended ten floors above ground, and, quick as a flash, hopped down onto the balcony. He tugged on his shirt, self-conscious.


  "What are you doing?" asked the blond guy. It took Cam a couple of seconds to process the words.


  "Uh..." he started. He almost said "I lost my key" but realized how ridiculous that was.


  "Mistress's husband show up?" asked the sequined girl. Her English was way worse than the blond guy's, and Cam could barely understand the mangled words. Everyone else, though, seemed to find this hilarious.


  "All right, it's secret, I get it," said the guy, and held out his hand. "I'm Anton."


  "Camden," he replied. "Cam."


  "We're having a party. It's my birthday. I'm twenty," said Anton with a grin. Cam couldn't help but raise his eyebrows. This Anton was several inches taller and his shoulders were wider than his own. He would have looked older than twenty if not for the full, rosy lips and smooth white skin that added to the angelic look. "Want a drink?"


  Since, as far as Cam knew, this was how they said hello in this country, he gladly accepted.


  Anton beckoned for Cam to follow him into the suite. The heavy bass of the house music pouring from the stereo shook the floor, and everywhere Cam looked he saw cute, tipsy girls and guys in expensive clothes. He had to pause a couple of times, seeing a face he recognized— from billboards and perfume ads in magazines. Who was this Anton, anyhow? He had half the models of this month's Vogue getting drunk in his living room.


  Anton led him to a bar in the corner, where he poured vodka into two heavy glasses. Cam hesitantly picked his up and clinked it against Anton's. "Zdravie!" said Anton with a wink and emptied the glass without cringing.


  Cam imitated him exactly, downing the contents of the glass in one gulp. The liquid burned down his throat like fire, and the next thing he knew, he was doubled over, coughing and sputtering, while Anton laughed and patted him on the back.


  "American," Anton said when Cam had caught his breath for long enough to stand up straight. It wasn't phrased as a question. Cam could only nod.


  "Can't hold your liquor," said Anton matter-of-factly, but Cam was already beyond caring. The familiar warmth was starting to spread through him, and his limbs felt light and his mood improved considerably. He started looking around the suite with new eyes, checking out the eye candy, when yet another girl with waist-length hair extensions and a tiny gold dress made an appearance— and immediately jumped onto Anton, wrapping long, tan legs around his waist and kissing him hard on the mouth. A lot of Russian banter followed, then the girl snatched up a glass of bubbly and went on to socialize with the crowd on the balcony.


  "Girlfriend?" Cam asked Anton in a lowered voice.


  Anton shrugged and grinned mischievously. "Nah. She thinks she's going to be, eventually. Me, meanwhile, I'm enjoying the blow jobs."


  For some reason, watching Anton's lips move as he said the last two words was way more appealing than it had any right to be. Cam found himself staring at the Russian's mouth, mesmerized, until Anton snapped his fingers in front of Cam's face. "Hello. Anyone home?"


  "Uh," Cam choked out. In normal circumstances he would have tentatively tried to kiss him, and then act according to the guy's reaction. But he had to remind himself that this was not his usual crowd. Last he'd heard, they had little tolerance for that sort of thing here, and the last thing he wanted was to start an international incident by being beaten to near death by a bunch of the local nouveaux riches. So instead he requested something he knew he wouldn't be refused: more vodka.


  The evening progressed. The flashily dressed Russian kids showed some faint interest in the American guy, but not for long, once it turned out he didn't speak their language and they didn't speak English half as well as Anton. Cam briefly wondered what was up with that.


  In his increasingly inebriated state, he wandered around the suite, determined to ask him. Instead, he stumbled upon Anton and the girl in the gold dress— minus the actual gold dress— going at it in a dark bedroom. Cam let out a soft shriek and stepped out, but Anton looked up and their gazes met for just a millisecond before Cam shut the door.


  He leaned against the wall, mortified. Shit! Talk about awkward. He should get out of here right this second. He couldn't even remember how much he'd had to drink, and the room swayed gently under him like the deck of a ship. He found the front door and stumbled out into the hallway, closing the door behind him, when he remembered his problem upstairs. He cursed loudly and slumped against the wall, trying to think of what to do next.


  He was in the same spot five minutes later when the door opened just a crack. Cam looked up, alarmed, only to see Anton peek out.


  "Here you are," he whispered loudly and slipped out into the hall.


  "Sorry," Cam started awkwardly, but the very next moment their lips met, and Cam forgot whatever else he was going to say. Anton's lips were as luscious as they looked. Cam tasted champagne, a hint of some girl's lip gloss... and Anton, sweet and bitter and musky. Anton's softish blond whiskers tickled his jaw. And more than that, there was some kind of urgency in the kiss, some kind of hunger that Cam, used to the blasé attitudes of his circle of friends, hadn't encountered before. It made his head spin, and not just from the alcohol.


  Just as suddenly as it happened, it was over. Cam found himself staring straight into Anton's eyes— cornflower-blue, and, right now, filled with an emotion Cam couldn't quite identify.


  He's waiting for something, a thought raced through Cam's mind. He didn't think further, he just pulled Anton close and kissed him again, and this time, he only broke away long enough to murmur:


  "Got a room?"


  Anton cast a doubtful glance at the door of the suite. He shook his head. "Yours?"


  Cam made a face. "Off limits."


  "Shit."


  The moment fell apart from there. Anton ran his hand over his blond curls. "Shit," he muttered under his breath. And then a whole bunch of words in Russian that Cam could very well guess the meaning of.


  "It's no big deal," he said with a shrug. "I'll be here for a while, so..."


  "No big deal?" To Cam's shock and surprise, Anton had him up against the wall by the collar of his shirt. "No big deal? If anyone sees us, if anyone finds out about us, well... I'm better off dead."


  He let go of Cam, as if his energy suddenly drained out of him. Cam blinked, astonished.


  "Sheesh," he murmured. "Chill out."


  "You know what? Maybe it's best if you go," said Anton, with a suddenly thick Russian accent. He was pacing the hall nervously.


  "Well, can I see you again?" Cam asked, a little hesitant in case he might set off another bout of drama.


  Anton pulled the key card out of the back pocket of his jeans and swiped it in the lock.


  "Better not."


  "But..." Cam protested, but the door had already slammed closed behind Anton.


  Cam stared at it for a few seconds until he was sure Anton wasn't coming back. Then he sighed and started shakily down the hallway. His father's security people? To hell with them. They were not going to tell him what he could or couldn't do.


  ****


  It turned out that, in fact, they could. The next morning he was very abruptly roused and dragged off to his appointment. After sullenly staring down his therapist for an hour, Cam's mood was shit, and the massive hangover did nothing to help. At least by the time he got back to the hotel, his jailers relented enough to let him hit up the breakfast buffet.


  Cam was mixing yet another sugar packet into his watery coffee when he got the unmistakable feeling of being observed. He looked up and nearly dropped the coffee cup— he was standing practically face to face with Anton.


  "Hey," said Anton, a little awkward.


  "Hey," Cam grumbled. "How was the party?"


  Anton gave a shrug and made a face.


  "I hoped you'd still be here."


  "So I am," muttered Cam, picking a limp pancake off the top of the pile and plopping it down onto his tray.


  "I just wanted to apologize for yesterday," said Anton levelly. Only now Cam noticed that he looked as baby-faced as he had last night, no bleary eyes, sallow complexion or sour mood to indicate the slightest hangover. Damn.


  "Apologize?" Cam snapped. "There's nothing to apologize for. You have some serious issues, man. You might wanna consider seeing someone." The hypocrisy of his own words struck him a second too late, which only made him angrier.


  Anton looked anguished. He leaned in and said in a hushed voice, "Maybe where you're from it works like that. Here, it doesn't."


  Aw, poor baby, Cam thought angrily. But Anton had that supplicating look in his eyes that made it hard to stay angry.


  "Look, come by my room," Cam said, lowering his voice so as not to freak him out. "We'll just talk about this. All right?"


  Anton eyed him for a second, astonished, then nodded. "It's..."


  "The one above yours last night," Cam finished for him.


  Anton nodded, and before Cam could say anything else, bolted like he was being chased by the entire KGB. Cam shrugged. Seriously, how bad could it be? He briefly wondered if Anton would actually come by or he'd chicken out. He realized he wanted him to come by way more than he was willing to admit.


  Cam went back up to his room, relieved to find only one of the jailers on duty at the other end of the hall. He supposed they thought he could only get into so much trouble during the day.


  Cam sprawled on the bed and tried watching cable TV, but whatever wasn't in Russian was hopelessly boring. He paced the room, restless, determined not to let seclusion drive him nuts, when a quiet knock on the door made him jump.


  It did not sound like the jailers— they knocked so loudly it was a wonder the door didn't fly off its hinges. Cam crept toward the door and peeked out only to see a blur of familiar blond hair. Anton was looking around cautiously and looked like he was about to bolt any minute, so Cam let him in quickly before he did just that.


  "Hi," Anton said. "Thanks. Who's the uniform eyeing me from the end of the hall?"


  Cam waved his hand in the air. "Meh, no one."


  Anton gave him a look that made Cam hastily add: "They're not here to spy on whoever I have sex with."


  Anton's grin widened.


  "That's, how you say, a little... presumptuous."


  Cam didn't have the time or the necessity to reassure him, because next thing he knew, they were on the bed and busily tearing each other's clothes off. Presumptuous or not, Anton had shown up with a ready supply of condoms and lube packets in the pockets of his jacket, and before Cam knew it, he found himself naked, on his back, his knees rolled up to his chest. Not much kissing, not much foreplay, nothing. It was almost like Anton was in some kind of hurry, as if afraid someone might bust in on them at any moment. Cam cried out with the sharp sensation when Anton's lube-slicked cock pushed inside him, but Anton grunted with pleasure and unceremoniously pushed all the way in. It was the weirdest sex Cam ever had, and he thought he'd tried everything. He felt like some kind of living sex toy, an object being ruthlessly used to satisfy a basic need. Part of him was indignant, and another part was enjoying it quite a lot even though he didn't want to admit it.


  Anton pumped in a desperate frenzy until he stiffened and let out a loud groan, his cock pulsing inside Cam. He rolled off Cam, breathing heavily, leaving Cam wondering what the hell just happened.


  Meanwhile, Anton caught his breath and started picking his clothes up off the floor. Cam sat up, nonplussed.


  "What are you doing?"


  "I have to go," Anton said over his shoulder.


  "Excuse me?" Cam lifted himself up on one elbow. "We're not done!"


  "Yes, we are," Anton replied quickly. He pulled on his sneakers without bothering with the laces. "This was great. Bye."


  And next thing Cam knew, the door closed behind Anton.


  Cam stared at it for a few more minutes in utter astonishment and disbelief. His cock was still throbbing with desire and frustration. Cam quickly jerked himself off, but it hardly helped. He gritted his teeth, closed his eyes and envisioned Anton's luscious, pink lips...


  Here we go. That hits the spot.


  He came within seconds, his come splattering all over his belly. After that, he felt motivated enough to get up, take a shower and get dressed.


  He decided to file away the incident as something that happened by accident and would not be happening again.


  ****


  The next day, though, it turned out he was wrong.


  This time Anton showed up out of the blue. Cam had just gotten out of the shower and the knocking on the door puzzled him. He went to open assuming it was his father's people checking in on him, but when he peeked out the door he saw Anton standing there, a ridiculously large baseball cap covering his hair and a gigantic pair of sunglasses perched on the bridge of his nose.


  It took Cam a few seconds to recognize him at first, and when he did, he couldn't help but crack up.


  Anton looked vexed. Hurriedly, he pushed his way past Cam into the room and closed the door.


  "Not funny, man," he murmured, taking off the hat and shaking out his blond curls.


  "I don't know how to break it to you, but it kind of is," said Cam through fits of giggles. "What are you, with the KGB? What's with the disguise?"


  "You just don't get it, do you?"


  Cam honestly didn't.


  "I'm not supposed to be here," Anton said. "If anyone finds out..." he trailed off. Cam had come up to him and without further ado put his hands under Anton's shirt. "Hey," Anton murmured, not seeming too keen on protesting.


  "Hey, it's exactly what you did last time," said Cam with a shrug.


  "Will you listen to what I'm trying to say?" Anton insisted, but Cam silenced him with a kiss.


  After they were done, Anton made an attempt to get out of bed, but Cam had thought of that. Casually, he threw his arm over him.


  "Um," said Anton, trying to extricate himself.


  "I don't think so," Cam rolled over lazily, grinding his hips into Anton's thigh.


  "Seriously, man. Let go."


  "Why? We can stay in bed, order room service..."


  Anton sighed. "For god's sake. Don't you ever listen?"


  Cam blinked.


  Anton rolled his eyes. "You only hear what you want to hear, don't you?"


  "Hey, what's the matter?"


  "I keep trying to tell you, but it seems to just..." Anton agonizingly searched for the right words. "In one ear and out the other."


  "All right, princess." Cam stretched and sat up. "What's the problem?"


  "If anyone finds out what I'm doing here, I might as well be dead."


  Cam raised an eyebrow. "Don't you think that's a bit of an exaggeration?"


  Anton glowered at him with undisguised resentment. "No, it's not an exaggeration, you spoiled American brat."


  "Hey!" Cam protested, sitting up.


  "My father is an important man," said Anton grimly.


  "So? My dad is a bigwig too." Cam shrugged. "On the contrary, I can get away with more..."


  Anton groaned, tearing his hand through his tangled blond ringlets. "Will you shut up for two seconds and let me finish?"


  Cam gaped at him, slightly taken aback. Anton continued, "My father is an important man. And if word gets around that his son is... is..."


  Cam almost interjected with a deliberately offensive term, but thought better of it, and just nodded.


  "Anyway. It will make him look... bad. In front of his associates," Anton finished vaguely.


  In theory, Cam supposed he could understand how that worked. "All right," he said. "Fine. It's a secret. My lips are sealed. Happy?"


  Anton nodded, got out of bed and stared to get dressed.


  "Wait a minute!" Cam exclaimed. "Didn't I just say– ?"


  Anton shrugged. "I still have to go."


  Cam had a hard time disguising his disappointment and frustration. "Well, when am I going to see you again?"


  Anton made a vague hand gesture. "Whenever," he replied curtly, and before Cam could react, he was out the door.


  ****


  It was ironic, Cam thought grimly as he paced the room. Anton had somehow managed to accomplish what Cam's own father and his 24-hour security guards had failed. Cam spent every minute in his hotel room, only going out to his sessions with the addictions therapist, not even leaving to go eat. Only it wasn't for the reason his father intended.


  Cam spent every free minute waiting for Anton.


  In the last three weeks he learned all about the joys of delayed gratification. But when Anton did show up, it was bliss. One morning Cam returned from the therapy session only to be told that someone had dropped by looking for him, and, having been told Cam was out, had left without leaving a message. Cam spent the entire day seething with rage. Once or twice Anton showed up in a near panic because Cam's security people searched him, and Cam had to reassure him they were not going to tell anyone, least of all Anton's father.


  After a while (and especially after a very long five days without a word from Anton) Cam started to wonder what it was all about. He tried to strike a conversation with one of the security people, asking him about anyone important named Orlov, but the man chuckled and told him half the country was named Orlov. That left Cam unsatisfied and only mystified him further.


  Later that week he had a rare day in the company of his father, and he had the ill judgment to bring it up. His father had frowned, eyed his with suspicion and wanted to know where Cam had heard the name. Cam hastily lied that he read it on the news.


  "The news?" his father asked. "Since when do you read the news?"


  "I have nothing to do all day. I'm dying of boredom," he said. "All I have to entertain me is the news."


  His father looked at him with disapproval. "Keep doing well in your sessions, and we might negotiate something. Your doctor tells me you're not telling him a thing lately..."


  "Because I have nothing to say to him!" Cam said, his fists clenching under the table where his father couldn't see them. Losing it at his father was not likely to help his cause.


  "Well, when you do find something to say to him, I'll know there's some kind of progress."


  That was the end of that discussion.


  ****


  Three more, endless, torturous days went by, and not a sign of Anton.


  Cam was going crazy. He fluctuated between anger, frustration and a deep, visceral longing that took him by surprise. Anton was just another guy. Nothing special. So what if he was tall and broad-shouldered and had bright blue eyes like some kind of Norse god...


  The thoughts plagued Cam twenty-four hours a day. By the end of the week, he decided it was time to do something.


  Since he was in good graces with the security people, Cam had no trouble leaving the room for an afternoon. He only went as far as the hotel's lobby, where he addressed the smiling blond girl at the desk.


  She batted her eyelashes at him and spoke very good English. When Cam asked about the party someone had rented one of the luxury suites for about a month ago, she wrinkled her forehead and told him she'd check. Cam inwardly congratulated himself: he hadn't lost his touch with the ladies, either. This one seemed ready to do just about anything for just a scrap of his attention.


  But all she could tell him was that the room had been reserved under the name of Dmitri Orlov. Once again, that led Cam nowhere. He tried to ask her, casually, who Dmitri Orlov was.


  Her eyes widened, and her mouth opened in a frightened little O. "I don't know," she chirped, but being a good liar was apparently not part of her many skills.


  Cam managed his most charming smile. "Come on, sweetheart," he prompted. To help jog her memory, he discreetly slid a $100 bill across the desk.


  She threw a quick sideways glance and snapped up the money before he saw her hand move.


  She leaned in conspiratorially, lowering her voice.


  "Dmitri Orlov is a very prominent... businessman," she said, giving Cam a significant look.


  He frowned. "Okay. What does that mean?"


  She rolled her eyes. "You're American, aren't you?"


  "What does that have to do with anything?" Cam exclaimed, genuinely annoyed.


  She sighed. "It means, Dmitri Orlov is big in the other business. You know what I mean?"


  Cam looked at her blankly.


  "The mob," she said.


  Cam blinked. "Oh," he said tonelessly.


  "Now, I'm not even going to ask what you wanted with Mr. Orlov, American boy..." she started.


  "You'd be right," he snapped, and quickly walked back to his suite.


  Over the next two days, indignation and anger gave way to fear. Okay, so he just fucked the son of a mob boss. No big deal, right? No one knew... right?


  He found himself remembering every face at that fateful party. Who could have seen what, and where had the information ended up?...


  The sharp trill of the hotel phone made Cam jump. He stared at it bug eyed, like the thing would bite him, then picked up.


  "Hey." It took Cam a few seconds to place the gruff voice on the other end. "It's me."


  Cam's heart dropped into the pit of his stomach.


  "Look, I'm sorry. But this can't continue. Don't hold it against me, okay?"


  "What—" Cam panicked. He hadn't prepared for this.


  "It's just, something came up," Anton murmured. He kept his voice carefully neutral, as if he were having a casual conversation with someone he barely knew.


  "So, anyway. Thanks for everything. Bye."


  "Wait!" Cam exclaimed, regaining his ability to speak. But the only answer he got was the dial tone. Anton had hung up.


  Cam slammed the phone down. No, it was not going to end like this. Who did this Anton think he was?


  Within minutes, Cam was dressed and out of the hotel room.


  ****


  He raced past the check-in desk, and out of the corner of his eye he noticed the girl eyeing him warily. Then the glass doors slid open without a sound, and Cam found himself facing nighttime Moscow for the first time.


  It was magnificent, aglow with lights, luxury cars rolling down the street with the windows down and music pounding heavily. But partying was, for once, the farthest thing from Cam's mind.


  He had no idea where to even begin looking for Anton in this huge, foreign, noisy city. He tried to think clearly, but his mind was racing, and he walked a few blocks as if in a haze. He remembered the few brief conversations he had with Anton, the places he mentioned, clubs, bars, restaurants, but all the too-long, consonant-laden Russian names slipped his mind.


  I'll never find him, Cam realized with sudden clarity. And that means I'll never see him again.


  He kept walking, dimly aware that it wouldn't be long until the security noticed he was gone and called his father, and then he'd be in trouble again, back at square one...


  But at the moment none of it seemed to matter.


  A car slowed down next to him, a gleaming, glossy black SUV. The window rolled down, and a guy with a too-orange tan and bleached hair leaned his elbow on the edge.


  "Hey," he said. "Looking for anyone?"


  He deformed the English words to the point where it took Cam a few seconds to understand what the hell he was saying. Once he processed the words, he sprang back.


  "No," he stammered, but the guy only grinned.


  "Good, 'cause we are."


  Next thing Cam knew, the back door opened and two guys dragged him in before he even managed to yell for help.


  ****


  As Anton's car got nearer to his father's country house, a strange feeling crept over him.


  He hadn't been there since he was a little boy, preferring Caribbean beaches and Swiss ski slopes over the quiet atmosphere of the little log cabin. But right now, some solitude was what he wanted most, to be far from the city and the clubs and the parties.


  He never realized how attached he had gotten to the weird American guy, but now that it was over, he found that nothing could pull him out of his melancholy. That was when he remembered the old house two hours away from Moscow.


  Thankfully, his SUV was built to withstand the bumpy country road that led to the place. But as Anton got closer, he realized that someone had passed here not so long ago. There were fresh tracks in the muddy road.


  Anton hesitated, but finally stopped his car, turned off the engine, and got out.


  He walked the rest of the way, ruining his shoes in the mud and cursing himself for being so overly cautious.


  Then the gate of the compound came into view, and his suspicions were confirmed— it stood open, and behind the trees near the house Anton glimpsed a car.


  As he took a few hesitant steps forward, he heaved a sigh of relief. No, these were not thieves or poachers— the dark Jeep belonged to his father's bodyguards.


  "Hey!" Anton shouted, but there was no answer. Shrugging, he made his way down the winding gravel path to the entrance of the house and knocked. He heard noises inside, shuffling, but no one answered. Puzzled, Anton knocked again.


  "Who's there?" boomed a familiar voice.


  "It's me, jackass," snapped Anton, aggravated by such lack of respect.


  But the door immediately opened. Vassily, his father's chief bodyguard, stood in the doorway, looking ruffled.


  "Anton! What are you doing here?"


  "What am I doing here?" Anton demanded. "It's my dad's house. I come here whenever I want."


  "Well, I suggest you go somewhere else," said Vassily.


  Anton's jaw dropped. Vassily never used to speak Anton like that. Anton was the boss' son.


  "Seriously, junior. No offense, but we're prepping the place for your dad's visit," Vassily said, his expression softening a little. "Sorry. Special orders."


  Anton shrugged. If it really was special orders then there was nothing to do. He started down the path without a goodbye to Vassily, seething with anger and frustration.


  "Wait up, Anton!" Vassily called after him.


  Anton half-turned.


  "Friendly advice to you," Vassily said, lowering his voice. "Go somewhere else. I mean it. Lay low for a couple of weeks. Your father... he's not too happy with you right now."


  Ice-cold fear gripped Anton's insides. He thanked Vassily, and, with a stiff nod of goodbye, went back to his car.


  He sat in the driver's seat for a few minutes without turning on the engine and thought.


  Could it be? His father knew? Or was he just completely paranoid?


  Either way, he could no longer deny it. There was only one person he wanted to see right now.


  He started the car and sped off back in the direction of the city.


  ****


  By the time he made it to the hotel, it was dark, the city was gleaming with lights, and from every direction neons beckoned to him, tempting him with a myriad of delights. But right now he was blind to it all.


  He came to a screeching halt in front of the hotel where Cam was staying and got out.


  Only then did he notice the police cars parked all around the place.


  Anton's heart skipped a beat. He hurried to the lobby, was waved in by a bored militia man, and made a dash for the reception desk.


  "The guy in 1007," he breathed. "Is he in?"


  The girl eyed him with wondrous curiosity.


  "So you haven't heard," she said.


  "Heard what? I don't care, just tell me, is he in or not?"


  "In? Well, not exactly. You see, he was kidnapped this afternoon. His father just got the ransom note."


  ****


  Anton stood dumbstruck for a few long moments as his mind put two and two together.


  His first reaction was abject panic. He wanted to run, it didn't matter where— first, far from here before someone might catch him and interrogate him. Then, far from his dad. Because if he was really behind this, there was no telling what he'd do to Anton.


  Anton dropped his head onto his hands.


  No. He couldn't.


  It wasn't even his dad, nor Cam's father, whom Anton had only heard of. It was Cam.


  Anton took a deep breath, turned around and marched straight towards the militia cars.


  ****


  Cam was freaking out.


  They had stuffed him into some kind of storage closet in the back of a dilapidated little cabin. The rag they'd stuffed into his mouth choked him, and after a while mosquitoes figured out there was a defenceless feast around and found their way through the holes in the wooden walls. His whole body hurt, and as the seriousness of the situation set in, he struggled to hold back his rising panic.


  Minutes ticked by, or maybe hours, he couldn't tell. For some reason his thoughts strayed to Anton, and he wanted to howl with anger and bitterness. Of course the little bastard had ratted him out. And when push came to shove, he just handed him over to his father's thugs, anything as long as he didn't have to come clean.


  Cam listened to the noises and voices upstairs in deadening despair. And then a familiar voice cut through all that, clear as day. Anton!


  Cam tried to shout but his feeble whimper was muffled by the rag in his mouth. They were speaking Russian, and try as he might, Cam couldn't understand a single word. Suddenly he remembered how his father tried to get him to take foreign language classes a couple of years ago and how he flippantly refused.


  But Anton sounded so calm, the bastard. There, it was done, he'd sold Cam out, and now he was leaving.


  Cam wanted to cry.


  It was getting colder and colder, and he started to shiver. He wondered if anyone would come to give him some food or water, but all he heard were steps outside.


  And then, out of nowhere, there was the noise of cars. Cam struggled to sit up, shivering with cold and terror, but then he heard yelling, in Russian and then, English.


  Next thing he knew, there was the deafening crash of the door being kicked in, splintering, then the heavy thump of steps, and then the door of the storage closet was being kicked open.


  At first, flashlights flickered over him, blinding him, and Cam had to close his eyes. He heard his name being called in English, and pried one eye open.


  And found himself looking at a smiling Anton, backed by a team of at least twenty people in black Special Ops suits.


  ****


  "So why did you do it?"


  It was his last day here. Tomorrow morning he would be flying back home by private jet along with an entire team of bodyguards— his father decided not to take any chances. So as Cam stood across from Anton in the hotel room, he was suddenly very aware that this was goodbye.


  Anton shrugged. "Wasn't that, how you say, the right thing?"


  "Yeah," Cam looked down. "But... you know, blood is thicker than water and all that."


  Anton hovered awkwardly a few feet away, as if not daring to come close, his hands in the back pockets of his jeans."My dad will get off easily," he said. "He's already claimed that he had no knowledge of what was going on at the cabin, bla bla bla." He rolled his eyes knowingly. "A bribe in the right place helped."


  "You have got to be joking." Cam shuddered in spite of himself.


  "Meh. That's how it works. It's not that different in the States, is it?"


  "Guess not."


  A long, awkward silence followed.


  Finally, it occurred to Cam to ask, "And what about you? I mean, aren't you in some kind of trouble?"


  Anton lowered his eyes. Cam frowned.


  "What's going on? Just tell me, I'll tell my dad and..."


  "No, no," Anton said, laughing softly. "Your dad... pushed some strings?" He looked at Cam, uncertain.


  Cam couldn't hold back a smile. "Pulled some strings," he corrected. Anton blushed. "Wait. What strings?"


  "So apparently, he got me a visa," Anton said, still looking a bit dazzled. "Witness protection... something."


  Cam took a few moments to digest this. "Wait a minute. Visa? To go..."


  "To the States, yes. Why?" he frowned. "Is that bad?"


  "No!" Cam exclaimed, feeling his face grow warm. "No, that's great. But... how are you going to live? Without your dad's money..."


  Anton shrugged. "I'll get by. I have a degree from a very good British university. My father sent me there... to learn English. Ironic, huh?"


  "Still." Cam didn't dare meet his gaze. "It means I cost you all that. Aren't you mad at me or something?"


  Anton sighed. "Well, sort of."


  "Sorry," Cam murmured.


  "Yes and no. I was this close to not telling the militia, you know," Anton said casually.


  "So what made you?"


  "Many things. But not the least of them, I realized I'd never be able to be who I am here."


  "Oh." For a few moments Cam didn't know what to say.


  "So that means..."


  "That means," Anton said, and when Cam finally looked up at him, there was a playful glimmer in his blue eyes. "That means this isn't quite a goodbye."


  Cam couldn't help it. His lips curled in a smile, and a kind of lightness and happiness filled him. "I'm in New York, by the way," he said hurriedly as Anton stepped forward.


  "Okay then," Anton said and slipped his hands around Cam's waist, pulling him close. "See you in New York?"


  "See you in New York," Cam replied, seconds before their lips touched.
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  AND THEN HE SAID I´M BEAUTIFUL


  by Nallux


  


  ...the morning after


  "Casey, I'm asking you as nicely as I can, would you just get these ropes off and I promise you, I'll never bring this up again?"


  Casey squeezed the handle of the freezer so hard his knuckles were turning white and kept his eyes on the row of ice cream boxes tucked on the shelves.


  "Casey?"


  "Uhum."


  Let Jared go?


  Don't think so.


  "Seriously… sweetie, this isn't something you should be doing right now."


  One fucking pet-name and Casey was going all soft inside. Not like Jared to even say something like that, but he knew damn well how in need of fondling Casey was all the time, so it was pretty obvious the guy would go that low to get himself out of the chair.


  "I'm not doing anything… And it was you who got yourself there, so don't be blaming it on me." Casey picked a box from the shelf and pushed the door closed. He could hear Jared grinding his teeth and that was all enough indication he needed as to how pissed Casey's lover-by-night really was.


  "Case–"


  "Don't call me that," he muttered, but as usual, it made no difference what he wanted.


  "Case. I told you to do a simple knot, not to put your fucking scouts DIY-lessons at use." Well, that was true. But Casey really couldn't point out the moment his brain had taken the one-eighty and decided to tie the rope so tight Jared really couldn't get out on his own.


  Actually, thinking about it, he could.


  It was probably way before they even got to his apartment last night, way before he had woken up that morning sore and bruised all over. It had been somewhere around nine o'clock last night when he had realized Jared had totally forgotten about the plans Casey had made for them, and ended up ditching him without as much as a call to let Casey know he wasn't showing.


  Yeah… that was probably it.


  "It's not that bad, you know… You do it to me all the time, so–"


  "I do a lot of things to you all the time but it doesn't mean I want those things done to me. Now get your head out of your ass and untie me!"


  Oh, so pissed.


  Casey took a look at Jared. He avoided the stare because he didn't need to see those blue eyes to know how angry Jared actually was, but took his time eyeing everything else; muscles and tanned skin, naked from waist up. Broad chest flexed with arms pulled back, wrist tied together behind the chair. The jeans were those worn ones Casey just loved, small holes next to the seams; color almost completely vanished at certain spots.


  "Casey?" Jared was conciliatory now. "Did you hear me?"


  "Yeah, I… I heard you," Casey said, and quickly looked Jared in the eyes before going for the drawer. Oh, he had heard him alright, but untying Jared was a little too hard to complete, because Casey knew he'd end up spread on the floor the second Jared would be able to move again.


  Tying down your lover was always fun and exciting.


  Tying down your control-freak, dominant lover was the worse fucking idea anyone could come up with.


  Casey wondered if he'd completely lost his mind, not that being held down by someone would be bad, oh no, on the contrary, it was oh so good. But he'd known the moment he'd done it, that Jared wouldn't appreciate the thought. Not one bit.


  "Well...? Get your ass over here, and get me out of this fucking chair." Casey opened the drawer, picked a spoon and pushed the drawer shut with the side of his hip while ripping open the container of vanilla ice cream.


  "No." He kept his eyes on the package in his hand and tossed the lid on the table before sinking the spoon in that white softness, one with black nuggets of vanilla.


  "No?" Jared replied. He didn't really sound all that pissed anymore, just stunned and stirred. And that was really understandable considering the ultimate fact that during those few months they'd 'dated', Casey had been way too adaptive to whatever Jared had wanted, not because he would be afraid of what might happen if he decided to disagree, but because he'd been up for anything. But now… now he didn't want to let Jared go. Now he didn't want to be the one getting tossed around and played with because he was genuinely offended by what had happened the night before.


  Casey turned to face Jared and picked a chair on his way closer to his sexy, gorgeous man. Yes, Jared was his wet-dream come true, all tanned skin and hard muscles and while it was good to have that in his bed every now and then, Casey had come to realize it just wasn't enough. He wanted more than a cock in his ass every other night and ropes around his wrists whenever Jared felt like taking full advantage– not that Casey didn't appreciate the attention whenever it was placed on him, because he did. But he was still just someone Jared fucked. Someone Jared got off with. Not even 'a date' when they ran into Jared's friends at the movies or down by the club. No, he was always just 'someone', literally. Jared rarely even introduced him to anyone, and the lack of acknowledgement was getting too hard to bear.


  "Are you seriously doing this?" Jared asked. He was getting bored, Casey could see that, and when Jared got bored, he lost any interest whatsoever. Casey was pretty convinced the guy had some type of disorder, because he could hardly stay in place more than ten minutes at a time. It was a miracle he could sit through a movie with Casey without twitching, but he did. Sometimes. Most of the time they begun watching something and after fifteen minutes Jared declared the film to be a crime against humanity, with the lack of anything ever remotely interesting and decided they should just go to bed instead. And they always did, Casey being more than willing to get his body used in numerous ways. Afterward, Jared was still too restless, when Casey on the other hand was almost passed out with satisfaction, and he often ended up sleeping alone because Jared would just get up, get dressed and leave. Simple, because he was too bored to stay.


  Except for last night, because for once Jared had been just as worn out, just as incapable of moving a muscle. But then again, last night had been a little different than any other night.


  "I think I want us to talk," Casey nodded and placed the chair he'd dragged along opposite of Jared. They were in Casey's kitchen, his favorite room; one Jared probably didn't even see as a room, because he hated anything to do with housework and cooking was apparently considered as a part of that revolting section of maturity.


  "Seriously?"


  "Yes… seriously," Casey said and sat down. He took the spoon and licked the surface before sucking in the lump of ice cream he had picked up. "If nothing else, then at least I can make you listen now."


  He had asked Jared to show him how to get the ropes off if ever needed, and after weeks of persuasion Jared had agreed. They'd had a close call once when Casey had flipped off completely during some play-time and he had nearly panted himself to death while panicking, because Jared had been way too slow while getting him out of the ropes. So his request was actually very understandable. Casey didn't expect Jared to ever do it again, because now that he finally had his lover tied and restrained, for once, he'd tied the ropes so tight Jared had no way out. Not really what they were meant to be doing.


  "You got me tied, and you want to talk? Haven't I taught you anything?" Jared snorted. Casey fought a smile and took another spoonful of ice cream. He switched his position in the chair, slid a little lower and lifted his leg enough to press the sole of his foot against Jared's knee. He balanced his position, massaging the muscles under his bare foot in slow circles and looked at Jared.


  "Well… if I have to get you tied to do that, it should tell you something, you know," Casey said. Jared seemingly ignored his words and had his eyes on Casey's shoulders instead. Casey didn't need to ask to know what it was Jared was looking at. The bite marks were more than visible, hurt like hell too, and as Jared's blue eyes traced lower, Casey remembered every second of the previous night. He remembered Jared's hands that had been even harder than usual, fingers that had dug deeper than before. He felt every little bruise he had on his skin and he loved every one of them.


  "I'm actually disappointed in you, Casey." Jared looked straight at Casey now, his voice completely flat and calm. He knew Casey hated that impassive side of him, and it got the job done this time as well. Casey felt a knot of unease settle in his gut, weighing heavily inside him. Jared did this whenever he didn't get his way as soon as he wanted to, and the consequences were always the same; Casey gave in without a fight every time. "You got me here, for the whole night might I add. This is your first full day off in weeks, and you want to spend it talking? How very unimaginative of you."


  Jared never had to worry about schedules or running things someone else's way, because he only worked when he felt like it. At first Casey hadn't realized Jared even had a job, because he never seemed to be doing anything other than what he wanted to do, but once he'd went to Jared's flat for the first time, and he'd seen the photographs on the walls and on the tables and the unorganized mess of drafts and negatives and objective lenses Jared had built in his home, Casey had figured his new acquaintance wasn't at all as unoccupied he'd thought. A freelancer photographer, not at all shy when it came to showing off his work and Casey couldn't blame him.


  Jared was a genius. Every piece of work Casey had seen was perfect and adoring and he could spend hours and hours just lying on Jared's floor and watching the pictures. He had, actually, after they'd humped across the floor like two horny rabbits for God knows how long, and while he had been almost too blurred with satisfaction to do anything else except keep looking at the black-and-white images spread around Jared's apartment, Jared had sat on his desk with his camera and took dozens of pictures of Casey. Naked Casey, as he had pointed out; eventually getting Casey so heated up they'd ended up humping some more.


  Casey however, worked as a management assistant and he was more than bound to set up his day according to someone else's schedule. Jared hated it. He didn't like the fact that Casey wasn't at his use whenever he felt like it, and whenever Casey had a day off or even few hours to spear, it was obvious he would spend it in bed. Or on the floor. Or with his face pressed against the wall while Jared made sure he didn't miss one beat of who it was he should organize his time for. So in a way Casey got why Jared was pissed now. It wasn't just the ropes and the tying but the purpose of this one day off of work getting wasted like this instead of something completely different.


  "You could've showed up yesterday, and we probably wouldn't be here now."


  "I did show up yesterday, remember?"


  "Oh, yeah… kinda hard to forget since my ass is actually still a little sore."


  "Don't tell me you're complaining, Casey… As I recall," Jared grinned and leaned closer as much as he could without getting his shoulders dislocated, "you liked every fucking second of it."


  Wasn't that true.


  ****


  ...the night before


  Jared rarely made a change in plans after he got something started, but the last message Casey had left him on his answering machine actually made him feel a little guilty. Just a little. In all honesty, he had completely forgotten they even had anything planned. He still couldn't remember what it had been or what for, but after Casey had said nothing more than 'fuck you' with a laconic tone Jared was pretty much forced to take a raincheck on his dinner with a feisty redhead and go to whatever club Casey was at. No doubt one of those high-end, trendy, boring as hell night-clubs Casey sometimes liked to hit with his flashy, annoying friends. One of those places Jared preferred to avoid by all means. But he was going there now, pissed as hell, but going nonetheless. Surely he could do this for Casey, just this once, and afterwards he could drag Casey to his bed and have his way with his cute little hottie, all willing and wet.


  "Yeah… I can do that," Jared grinned to himself and made a quick search with his eyes through the street. It took him no less than twenty minutes to find an empty parking lot, reasonably close to the club. As soon as he got out of the car, he heard the bass bouncing from the walls, echoing on the street and it was enough to develop a helluva headache.


  Oh, Casey better be willing after this one.


  Jared hardly noticed a group of young women standing on the street, but he did notice their eyes on him. That, however, did very little to move him one way or the other, because recently he was having trouble placing his concentration on anything other than that man now swirling somewhere inside those club walls. No, Jared wasn't one for the whole monogamous-relationship bullshit, but he didn't feel like screwing around as he had a while ago. Simple because every time he did, he wondered if Casey did it as well, and he really didn't need those images blasting through his mind.


  The bouncer took one look at Jared and nodded, making others in the queue more than pissed by letting him through. That happened all the time. People stood outside of restaurants and clubs for hours, but Jared usually just passed them all and went right for it. If the bouncer didn't let him in on the first-go, he never bothered to wait. That happened very rarely though. Casey had once said that there was something so mean in his eyes, that no one wanted to see the look turn into action. Jared doubted it. He was more certain it was the money talking. All of the cash-flow he brought in when he actually hit the clubs, that even the bouncers knew to let him in without a wait.


  As soon as Jared got to the corridor, couple of meters wide and dim-lighted, he figured he wasn't really dressed for the occasion. Yes, this was one of those places where Casey liked to go to with his cock-blocking friends. High-end and trendy, dress to impress, none of what Jared considered even worth spitting on. He met eyes with a petite blond walking by. The woman was dressed in a tiny black dress with pounds of jewelry on her, hair all in place, looks to kill for. Her expression went from 'fuck me' to 'fuck off' when she took another look, obviously making notice of Jared's jeans and worn leather jacket.


  He didn't even bother to take a look at others passing by, because he knew what he would see; stereotypical pre-adults with their money presented in everything they had on them. He wondered why Casey wanted to come to these places. There was nothing there. No one worth looking at, because they were all the same. All just as pretty and clean on the surface, and just as boring and hollow inside.


  "Jared!"


  Oh shit.


  Jared hit the main room a second before he saw a tall brunette wobbling towards him. If Casey had mentioned he was bringing his office-friends with him, Jared would've passed on the whole thing. But since Casey hadn't, Jared now got an eye-full of one of the most annoying female individuals in the whole fucking planet.


  "Casey said you weren't coming!" Lynn screamed, forcing her voice to be heard over the loud music. Jared gestured his hand towards his ear before swirling it in the air above his head, implying he couldn't hear her, which was only partly true. He could hear her, just didn't want to, but he leaned closer anyways, pushing almost against her to avoid raising his voice. "Where is he?"


  Lynn replied, but this time Jared couldn't make sense to her words. He hated the music as much as the scene. He hated the bass, the chaotic noise that was created by dozens of people talking and shouting at the same time. He hated the smell of cigarette, booze, sweat and perfume, all mixed together and filling his nostrils. Shit, he hated all of it. And what he came here for was somewhere in the middle of it all.


  Lynn came closer and wrapped her slender arm around him and for a while Jared had to remind himself that this was Casey's friend and therefore someone he probably shouldn't throw of him just because of a familiar gesture. She kept talking, shouting, but her words got turned into an indecipherable mess when she led them further into the room. Jared felt people pushing, bodies twisting around them, and the further they went, the more anxious he got.


  Fuck this, he thought to himself, getting ready to drop her off and walk out without Casey, when his eyes found a scene next to the bar.


  There was really nothing out of the ordinary going on. Men and women, talking and laughing; drinks in their hands, smoke swirling from cigarettes, beautiful bodies pressed against one another, lips meeting and hands touching. But it was that one spot in that row of people next to the bar, the one without the kissing and intimate touching, that caught his eye.


  Two men leaning close to each other, one slightly taller than the other. One of the men heavily built and the other lean and athletic. Jared recognized the shape of that body even while it was covered with designer jeans and a white buttoned down shirt. Casey was facing the other man, their heads almost pressed together. Probably close to each other just to hear what was being said, but all reasoning aside, Jared wasn't all that willing to have Casey that close to anyone. Well… anyone other than him.


  He made his way closer and Lynn did her best to tag along, but somewhere along the way she was cut off and Jared didn't really give a shit if he was being impolite or not. He had his eyes on that pair and the closer he got, the more he saw. Casey had a drink in his hand, half finished, and he was leaning against the bar with his arm against the counter. The fucker– Jared figured it was the easiest way to indicate that whoever was now seriously trespassing through Jared's territory– had his hand on Casey's arm, just above Casey's wrist, fingers tapping against the white fabric, almost touching the back of Casey's hand.


  Yes… definitely trespassing.


  Jared kept his eyes on the fucker when he closed the distance, making sure the guy knew who he was coming for, and slammed his hand on Casey's shoulder, hard enough to break the connection between those two, but definitely not as hard as he'd wanted to. Casey turned his head; quickly making notice to who it was now next to him, but Jared spoke before Casey even got his mouth open.


  "Sorry I'm late." His voice was loud enough for the fucker to hear him, and the tone of his voice was clear enough to make it obvious for both of them that he actually wasn't sorry. Just, late.


  "What are you doing here?"


  "Oh… did I interrupt something?" Jared asked, still looking at the guy standing opposite of him but turned his eyes on Casey when he felt his hand getting shrugged off. Casey was clearly not happy.


  Actually, Jared had never seen Casey angry before. Oh no, Casey was always mellow and cooperative, up for anything, all yes-please-do-me, but he was pissed now. Those brown eyes were narrowed with anger and his whole posture was stiff and evasive. He tossed the drink on the counter and turned towards the fucker to say something, but again Jared cut in. He placed his hand on Casey's arm in a gentle and familiar manner but he made sure Casey felt his grip when he pulled Casey further from the bar.


  "Yeah… hate to be the party-pooper, but we're leaving. Aren't we, dear?" he asked and he didn't even bother to put any warmth in his words. The fucker stood up straight, evidently a lot more than slightly taller than Casey; but Jared was pretty much on the same level, and he didn't flinch when the guy took a step closer.


  "You might wanna let go of him."


  "You might wanna get off of him. This won't be your fuck for the evening, so just troll along and get gone."


  Jared felt Casey twitch next to him, but instead of letting go, he squeezed a little harder. Apparently he was stirring up some alpha-male appearance in the fucker, because suddenly they were toe to toe, the guy looking at him with his grey eyes, all business and ready to lash out.


  "Stop it," Casey snarled next to him, and pushed between them. Jared took a quick look around and realized they were the center of attention now. Casey pressed his hand against Jared's leather covered chest and pushed him off before looking at the fucker.


  "It's alright." The guy looked at Casey for a second, obviously not convinced. "It was nice to meet you, Brett. And thanks for the drink."


  "Yeah, yeah…. done with the chit-chat, are you?" Jared asked and got a mean glare in response. Casey made an apologetic look around the crowd now completely focused on their little conversation before pulling back and glaring at Jared and walking off the scene. Jared made eyes with the fucker, searched through his pockets and tossed a twenty dollar-bill on the counter before stepping off.


  "Sure that covers the inconvenience," he said and went after Casey. He had every pair of eyes on him when he made his way through the crowd and that made him smirk. One little bump in the road and these people were already shocked? Not at all surprising.


  Casey was already on the other side of the street when Jared got out, walking into the right direction but he didn't look like he would just happily jump in the car. Jared jogged across the street and quickly closed the distance as Casey was walking pass his car.


  "Let go of me," Casey said when Jared grabbed his arm and pulled him back.


  "Get in the car."


  "Let go of my arm!" Casey's voice was anything but calm now when he snatched Jared's hand off and took a step back. "What the fuck was that all about?"


  "Get in the car," Jared said, forcing his voice to stay calm while all he wanted to do was shout just as loud as Casey did.


  "Go fuck yourself, Jared. Too late to be all hurt and offended now. I asked you to come over tonight and you didn't, so I'll ask you again… What the fuck was that?" Casey stood with his back towards the car and all it took was one step and Jared had him pinned against the side of the vehicle with his hands pressed against the side window on both sides of Casey.


  "Get in the fucking car before I drag you in," Jared said slowly, very articulate with his words. His voice was strained and tight, his hands curling in fists when he looked at Casey and the longer they stood there the more pissed he got. Casey didn't say a word, just looked back with his brown eyes heated with anger and displeasure. This was so not the way Jared had planned to spend his Friday night, but fuck him for getting this worked up about something as little as another guy buying Casey a drink. He was actually convincing himself to step back and walk away, because he was close to grabbing the man standing against him, but then Casey pushed off from the car, just enough to toss Jared away too and turned to open the door.


  Jared stood in place for a good minute or two after Casey was already inside the car, just calming himself and breathing deep. He was controlling, yes, but this was the first time Casey had ever even attempted to push him in any way. He was the one that did the pushing, and this little interlude was really just so not needed.


  "I'm not coming to your place, if that's what you planned," Casey said as soon as Jared got in the car. He didn't bother respond, just pushed the key in the ignition and started the car.


  Talk about cold treatment… Casey was silent as death, kept his eyes on the window. Jared didn't even attempt to stir up the conversation as he drove the car from the mid-town to the suburbs, choosing the fastest route to minimize the havoc he had in him now that Casey was putting out this other, previously un-known side of him. Jared was still pissed, but against all prospects he was getting hard as well, because just the thought of Casey fighting back was doing some serious damage to his concentration. Jared was good five inches taller than Casey, and Casey was no comparison to his strength but he'd never had to force the guy, on anything. Oh no, Casey had always been more than willing, but now, looking at Casey, Jared knew for a fucking fact there was bound to be some fighting before he had his way.


  Casey jumped out of the car the second Jared pulled down his drive-way and didn't even bother to wait before he went inside. Jared followed without a rush, perfectly aware of the argument he would face the moment he'd get in. But when he closed the front door and walked through the narrow corridor to get to the living room, Casey wasn't there. Neither was he in the kitchen, and his bedroom was empty as well. Jared heard water splashing against porcelain, implying that Casey was in the bathroom. And as soon as Jared made his way through the bedroom and leaned against the doorframe, looking at Casey who was wiping his hands on small hand towel, he got even more heated.


  Casey had tossed his shirt off, his upper body now naked and exposed. Casey wasn't one to stop by the gym every now and then, but he had a body that was made to be looked at. Firm and smooth muscles, clean lines and perfect structure. Jared had wanted to photograph Casey the second he'd seen him for the first time, it just happened to be after sex that he'd done it. Not that he was complaining, because the shots he'd got were the best ones he'd ever took.


  "That was really unnecessary… There's no need to be rude towards someone you don't even know."


  "And I suppose you knew him?"


  "No, I met him tonight," Casey said and placed the towel back on the hanger on the wall. He turned to face Jared and leaned against the sink, crossing his arms against his chest. "Why the hell did you come there?"


  "You invited me."


  "No, actually I didn't. I invited you here, and since you didn't show up, I figured we weren't on for the evening."


  "Oh… and that translates into you hitting on another guy?" Jared asked. Casey rolled his eyes and actually laughed.


  "I wasn't hitting on anyone. He bought me a drink, that's all. Not everyone feels the need to fuck every person that says 'hello' to them." Very true, Jared thought. He might've done that some time ago, but not anymore. Not now, when he was all too preoccupied with the man who now looked at him with such foreign feelings blazing from his eyes. Casey had kicked off his shoes and apparently his socks too, because he was standing barefoot in his bathroom, jeans hanging low on his sculptured hips.


  "And you really shouldn't talk to me about hitting on someone else… How fucking dumb do you think I am?"


  "Excuse me?" Jared asked, amused even when Casey pushed off from the counter and stepped closer.


  "You think I can't smell her on you?" he asked and the expression on his face was all loathing and disgust. "Did you have enough time to fuck her before you came to fuck up my evening? Or did she just blow you before you left?"


  "Jealous, are we?" Jared grinned, actually satisfied to see Casey this worked up with just the thought of him with someone else.


  "It takes one to know one, Jared. But yeah, I am jealous." Casey stood in front of him; his arms held low, hands in fists and Jared could see Casey was just starting to get angry. Just warming up.


  "How'd you feel if I came to you with someone else's smell on me? Knowing that an hour earlier I'd fucked someone else?"


  Not a good move…


  Jared gritted his teeth, pictured that fucker again standing next to Casey and touching something he so shouldn't have touched.


  "Doesn't feel nice, now does it?"


  "You wanna get your ass beat, or are you just too stupid to stop pushing?"


  "Oh you're getting all domestic on me, are you?" Casey snarled and moved closer. It was a good thing he still had his jeans on, because even with the layers of denim between them Jared could feel he wasn't the only one getting hard. "Go ahead, Jared, take a shot. I know you want to."


  Jared might've been controlling and dominant when it came to relationships and sex, but he had never laid a hand on Casey outside the bed. Sure, he liked a good spanking every now and then, and from what he'd seen, Casey wasn't complaining, but this wasn't the spanking the guy was talking about.


  "Do not ask for a beating, because you're just about going too far with this, Casey."


  "And since when do you care?" Casey mumbled and pushed him away from the door. "Seriously… I can't even have a drink with a nice guy, but you're allowed to fuck around with whoever you like?"


  "A nice guy? You think he bought you a drink out of the goodness of his heart? Think again, Casey," Jared said and kept his eyes on Casey when the guy walked past him to go to the closet. "He was looking to fuck you, nothing else."


  "You think I don't know that?" Casey asked and looked over his shoulder before he pulled a shirt out of the drawer. "Isn't that what you came here for, so what's the difference? You or him, who gives a fuck?"


  Casey barely got the words out when he was already turned around and pressed against the closet. Jared saw a spark of fear in those brown eyes before he pressed his mouth on Casey's hard enough to bruise. Casey made an attempt to push him off but he grabbed those hands and pressed them against the closet doors.


  "You do, Casey," Jared snarled against Casey's lips and dragged his other hand lower, sliding over naked skin to get to the front of Casey's jeans.


  "Tell me…" he mumbled and bit his teeth on Casey's lower lip before closing his fingers around that bulge inside the jeans. "Is this for him?" Casey jerked against him, moaning when he squeezed his hand harder around Casey's shaft.


  "No… it's for me, isn't it?" Jared could feel the flesh between his teeth giving in, the surface breaking under the pressure, and he let go just to run his tongue across the broken skin. "You think I fucked someone tonight and you're still hard for me?"


  "Fuck you, Jared," Casey snarled and twitched against Jared, but his attempt to get away turned into a sharp gasp for air when Jared dragged his hand against the jeans, his fingers squeezing harder.


  "No, I think I'll fuck you instead," Jared muttered and wrapped his other arm around Casey. He wasn't at all surprised when Casey pushed him off, but he whipped the guy around and pushed him towards the bed. Casey cursed, swinging his hands and actually got a shot at Jared, but that only managed to make him more determined to have Casey on his hands and knees before the night would come to an end.


  Jared pushed Casey on the bed and pressed his body against Casey's, his hand searching for the softness of Casey's toffee-brown hair. Instead of jerking away Casey went limp when he wrapped his fingers into a tight fist around Casey's hair and dragged hard enough to get a small gasp out.


  "Nothing too hard, right Casey?" he mumbled against the side of Casey's neck. That's what Casey had said when they first had met. Nothing too hard for me, Jared. Pain is okay, bleeding is not. Pain he could do, Jared thought, and opened the button of his jeans with his other hand, unzipping quickly. "Still up for it?"


  Casey answered by arching beneath him, pushing his hips higher and it all left Jared blinking like a fucking mad man. He was hard enough as it was, he really didn't need Casey pushing any further, but there those hips were, rocking against his nonetheless, making it difficult for Jared to not push right in through the jeans.


  "Shit, Case…"


  "Don't call me that," Casey breathed between hard pulls of air, obviously clear enough to knowledge the use of the nickname Jared preferred, but Casey hated to hear. Since he was still all that intact, Jared clearly wasn't working hard enough. He pushed his hand under the waistband of Casey's jeans, ignoring the leather belt when he pulled the jeans lower, forcing the fabric to give, denim digging against Casey's skin. He was too hasty to unbutton the jeans, too heated to actually wait for a fucking second to get the guy naked, but that's what it was with Casey; too hot, too desperate, too needed.


  For once Jared was thankful for Casey's despising habit of wearing pants too low-fitted, because the waistline was a little loose, sliding lower when forced and finally that ass was bare and displayed, cheeks round and soft and Jared couldn't help but moan when he pushed his own jeans down and Casey was right there pushing against him. His cock pressed against Casey, already searching a way to get in.


  "Me or him, Casey… do you give a fuck?" Jared asked and pulled on Casey's hair to get that long neck arched underneath his mouth. There was no response, just a breath so fast Casey was almost panting, but that really wasn't good enough.


  "I swear I'll keep you waiting until you answer me." To emphasize his words Jared pushed harder against Casey, his cock pressed against the crack, his pre-cum slickening the movement and it wasn't just Casey that was moaning now. The more Jared pressed, the more Casey arched, pushing himself higher to get Jared closer. Casey's hands were in fists against the bed cover, fingers squeezing the fabric and he was probably just as hard as Jared was. Just as horny. Just as close to bursting.


  Jared ran his lips over Casey's shoulder, nibbled the skin with his teeth and kissed every sore spot before taking another gentle bite. The harder he went, the more Casey moaned, almost crying out when he pressed his hand against Casey's ass, spreading his cheeks and pushing the length of his shaft against Casey's opening.


  "Fuck… Jared, please…"


  "First you tell me… me or him. Do you give a fuck?" Jared let go of Casey's hair, reached his hand blindly towards the nightstand and the drawer and fought for a second to get the sucker open.


  "Tell me, Casey… Do you care who it is?" He searched through the drawer, all the while tracing the smooth skin on Casey's neck, loving the feel of it against his lips and he was ready to sing for joy when his hand found the bottle of lube, small and handy; but right now too small, because his hand wasn't all that controlled, and he dropped the bottle twice before he actually got it to the bed.


  Casey was panting now, trembling when Jared opened the bottle and flooded Casey's skin with the lube. He devoured the feeling of Casey's slippery skin against his fingers when he spread the lubricant all over the cheeks and crack, massaging the muscles in slow circles, his fingers moving closer to Casey's opening.


  "You want it?"


  "Yes," Casey moaned and pushed his ass higher.


  "Who do you want?" Jared knew he was being petty, but when he heard Casey wailing like that, weak and completely out of it, he had to hear it though he knew already.


  Jared pushed in with the tip of his middle finger, just enough to feel the ring of muscles clenching, and that made Casey bend like a fucking pretzel with his shoulders high up and forehead pressed tight against the bed.


  "Who?" Jared asked and pushed his finger in, all the way, one hard push ending with a fast twist.


  "Oh … god…"


  "Who?" he repeated, actually enjoying this little game, because there was no way Casey would come like this, and Jared could keep teasing for hours. He was still on top of Casey, still with his body pressed against Casey and he slowly pulled out his finger before pushing it back in, rending another shattering moan out of Casey.


  "You know you'll end up begging anyways, so just be a good boy and say it now." Jared pushed another finger in, spreading Casey a little more and the tightness around his fingers made his cock angry for not getting its share. Jared held himself back, eyes shut with his face against Casey's neck. He breathed in the mixed scent of sex and sweat and Casey, fusing his mind and twisting his brain, until there was nothing in his head but Casey and his voice.


  "No answer then?" he mumbled and pulled out his fingers, slowly, making sure Casey felt the withdrawal, and it got the job done.


  "You… I want you. Jared, please, fuck me." Casey was pleading, shaking and trembling and Jared almost came against Casey's buttocks when he heard those words. Almost.


  "So you give a fuck, then?"


  "Yes."


  "Sure you didn't want him to be here?"


  "No… just you. Please, please, please… Fuck me, do it. Do it."


  And Jared did, thrust in with one hard push that left him humming and made Casey shout out loud and the second he heard Casey whimpering, he bit his teeth against Casey's shoulder, already feeling the first wave of ecstasy pulsing around his cock.


  ****


  ...the morning after


  Casey watched as the blueness in Jared's eyes turned from bright to dark and he didn't have to ask to know what it was Jared was thinking about.


  Despite the fact that he'd been pulled and bitten and fucked so hard, Casey wasn't sure his body was at all in good condition; he was getting hard now, just remembering the night they'd had. Jared was always demanding when it came to sex. Jared was always in control and on top, but last night was something else completely. It had been raw and rough and forceful, almost too hard to be good. And almost too good to be considered legal.


  The brutality of it all didn't really surprise Casey, because he'd always known Jared had it in him. It was the fact that he had enjoyed it that made it a little hard to comprehend. Casey knew very well what had gotten Jared so worked up, and to be honest, he had dwelled in the sea of pleasure when he'd realized Jared had come to the club.


  Serves him right, he figured, and took another taste of ice cream.


  He was still a bit raw with what had happened, not just the aftermath or the scene at the club, but everything previous to that. Casey looked at the bouquet he had placed in a crystal vase on the windowpane, one Lynn had given him at work the day before, profoundly certain Jared would forget, and she had been right; Jared had in fact forgotten, and not only did he not remember, he had trashed the plans Casey had made and spent his evening with someone else.


  Yep… definitely serves him right.


  "About what happened last night…" Casey dug in with the spoon again and lifted up a big pile of ice cream, lapping over it with his tongue before sucking it in, all the while looking at Jared who had his eyes on the spoon and the ice cream. Judging by the way his eyes narrowed and morphed into darkness a little more, he was evidently watching Casey's mouth as well.


  "So not only do you wanna waste time talking, you also wanna bring in another guy?"


  "Actually, I wasn't going to, but since you brought him up, we should definitely cover that one too," Casey said, absently really, but he could see Jared's focus shift from his mouth to his eyes, staring with anger again. "I was just having a drink with him, and I really didn't appreciate your approach to the situation."


  "There was nothing wrong with my approach. At least I took the time to get there, didn't I?"


  "Oh, should I give you a trophy for that?" Casey asked his voice mocking and amused, very aware of the fact that Jared didn't like to be made fun off.


  "Well done, Jared. Good for you to get there four fucking hours late and join your… oh, wait, how'd you put it…" Casey tapped the spoon against his lower lip and enjoyed the overly pissed look on Jared's face. "Ah yes… fuck for the evening."


  "You're really having a field day, aren't you?" Jared asked and shifted on the chair. Casey shrugged and went back to the ice cream, absently rubbing his toes against the denim-covered thigh under his foot. The ice cream was melting, already turning into a puddle, but he kept with it. It was still better than the bitter taste in his mouth the images of Jared with someone else had left behind.


  That was really the problem. Not just that Jared had forgotten, or that he had someone on the side, because Casey had always known he did. The problem was that he actually cared enough to be bothered by it. They'd agreed to keep it casual, no strings attached, so he really couldn't blame Jared for it. But he did, because it was better than admitting that he was the only one living in a relationship that wasn't a relationship to begin with, just two adults having fun and fucking.


  Except that Casey wasn't really having fun anymore.


  "I wasn't planning on going to the club yesterday at all, you know…"


  "Could've fooled me."


  "I bet… but no, I had something else planned. Just for us. But since you were too hooked up with other… activities… I decided to take Lynn's offer and go with her."


  "Nothing good ever comes from her, so next time she has a master plan such as this, just say 'no'," Jared snorted. Casey pushed his foot a little higher, midway up the thigh and fought a smile when he saw Jared switch his position.


  "You alright there?" he asked. All he got as a response was a firm look and lips pressed in tight line. "I'll take that as a yes."


  Again little higher, and Casey focused on the ice cream instead of the tight muscles he felt under his foot. He took another clump of ice cream, devouring the taste and wandered off with his eyes. Jared really was a piece of art. There wasn't a gram of fat in his body and though he wasn't huge and bulging– not yet anyways though the twitching that increased by the second implied that he would be very soon– he was still a lot bigger than Casey. Taller and stronger, more muscular, more fierce. He had tattoos on his left arm, all the way from his wrist to his shoulder, carrying on to cover his left peck and the left side of his abs. Casey had spent first few night's they'd spent together investigating the shape of the pictures, until he had realized it was really one single tattoo covering a large part of Jared's beautiful body. A dragon, the tail of its spreading across Jared's arm and the rest of it inked on Jared's torso. At first it had been fucking hilarious trying to suck Jared, because the head of the tattoo was right above Jared's groin, jaws open and teeth on display. But now Casey loved the picture, just like he loved everything else on Jared's body. Every part of it perfect, smooth and soft skin above hard and strong muscles.


  A dream come true, really.


  And so fucking far from it at the same time.


  "Are you serious with the footwork?" Jared asked when Casey traced his feet higher, pushing his toes against Jared's groin. He took in another spoonful of ice cream and kept his eyes on Jared when he pushed harder, now clearly feeling the shape of Jared's cock underneath the fabric: hard and solid.


  "I don't hear you complaining, darling."


  "Oh, trust me," Jared muttered with a wicked glow in his eyes, "I'm not complaining. On the contrary, whatever keeps you quiet and concentrated on my cock, is always more than welcomed."


  Ouch.


  Casey dropped his gaze, hid the shades of hurt he must've had in his eyes and looked at where his toes were now playing. Jared twitched when he pressed firmly against the bulge, the movement too hard to be considered as Casey's typical ways of persuasion.


  "I guess you're right…" he mumbled and flickered with the spoon in his hand. The ice cream box was going all soft in his hand, delicacies melting into a white mess but he liked the cool surface of that round box against his palm far more than the burning sting he felt in his heart. "Stupid of me to think you'd actually tolerate my voice for more than five minutes."


  "Self-pity is not your friend, Casey," Jared said, obviously amused, but his voice turned into a sharp gasp when Casey pushed in even harder. The chair Jared was sitting on jerked with a heavy push and Casey could see the heat built up in Jared's eyes when he finally took a look.


  "Not really self-pity… You've had your dick in my mouth so many times by now it's only clear you'd rather have that, than actually have me talking." Casey dropped his leg, moved closer to the edge of his chair and leaned his arms against his knees before taking another spoonful.


  "Is this little interlude of yours going somewhere, or am I going to snore myself to death before you're done?" Jared didn't really come across as bored now, not with his cock visibly willing against the front if his jeans, but as usual, his voice was just as laconic as it was every time Casey didn't deliver as soon as Jared wanted him to.


  "Anxious, are we?" Casey said, and licked the last of his ice cream off of his lips, deliberately slow and not at all coy. "You don't think you had enough last night?"


  "There's no such thing as too much cock-worship, sweetheart, so if that's where you're headed with this, then get going. If not, then all the more reason to speed it up so that I can get out of this chair."


  Casey dropped his eyes on his breakfast, swirling his spoon in the soft mess in the box and smiled to himself. Sweetheart… he wished. This was really just a game for Jared, nothing more, and it was all good. Because that's what it should've been for Casey as well. Nothing more than a good time without the world outside pushing in and making everything overly complicated. But Casey hadn't been able to separate the real world from the one they occasionally created between these walls for a long time now. Not that he'd even tried, because these days he wanted to mix those two together and have Jared in the real world.


  Fat chance of that ever happening.


  Casey pushed the spoon in the box and placed the box on the floor next to his chair, slowly and purposely taking his time while leaning even closer, feeling Jared's eyes on him, on the bruises he had all over his upper body.


  "Tell me…" Casey said and pressed his other hand against Jared's thigh. "Was she better than me?"


  "What?" He almost broke out a laugh when he heard the stunned tone in Jared's voice, but ended up pushing higher with his hand instead, slowly and gently, almost caressing when he actually wanted to dig in with his fingers.


  "The woman you were with last night? Was she better than me?" Casey repeated and lifted his eyes to meet Jared's. The blueness was almost black now, so dark and so hazy Casey was reluctant to continue anything other than getting Jared heated enough for them to just lose the ties and the chairs and the clothes and get on with it right there on his kitchen floor. He liked it that way, Jared all in-control and having his way, and Casey was always too reluctant to complain even if he felt hollow inside when Jared would throw his clothes back on and carry on with whatever he'd been doing, like fucking Casey was just an accessory.


  Casey closed the distance in full form, his fingers reaching the bulge while his lips met the fullness of Jared's mouth for a quick peck, before he pulled back and considered the man he'd been looking at for months now without really getting pass the first layers of his existence. Jared looked bewildered, his body relaxed for once and that beam in his eyes was still as heated as ever, but puzzled at the same time.


  "What? You think I don't know what you do when you're not here? You think I didn't know where you were last night, when you weren't with me?" Casey goaded. Every word burned like acid on his tongue, but he kept his voice low and easy, almost lazy, when he pressed his palm against the zipper of Jared's jeans. "Give me a little credit, Jared… I'm not that dumb."


  "So just fishing for compliments, is that it?" Jared said with a rusty voice, a lot rougher than his usual gruff tone, the one Casey loved and would gladly listen for hours on end.


  "No need for that. I think this," Casey smirked and squeezed his fingers around the shape of Jared's hard cock through the jeans, satisfied with the quiet hiss he got as a respond, "is enough of praise."


  "Untie me and I'll praise you all you like."


  "Don't think so, Jared…" Casey snorted and took a quick look at the front of Jared's jeans before facing that blue shine. "I like you tied. Keeps your hands from getting in my way."


  "And here I was thinking you actually like my hands in your way… Stupid me."


  "Mock all you like. Doesn't change the fact that you're not going anywhere until I say so. How's that for a change?" Casey couldn't fight the smile. He knew precisely how much Jared hated to be held down, cut from the action, cut from his ways of moving and touching and doing as he pleased.


  Well, fuck if Casey cared.


  He flickered with the belt buckle while looking at the man sitting in front of him. Dark hair entangled like it always was, eyes narrowed and gleaming, lips slightly parted when Casey brought in his other hand. He rubbed the hardness with one hand while unbuckling the belt with the other, and cared little for Jared's silent breath when he unbuttoned and unzipped the jeans and went right for the hard flesh pulsing inside.


  "So tell me… was she better?" he asked while sliding lower on his chair, eventually on his knees in front of Jared. Jared bit his lip when Casey stroked the cock he now had in his hand, one slow movement from the base to the tip, restraining his urge to go for it just as fast and hard as Jared had done just few hours earlier.


  "You wanted to know if I wanted you instead of him, so you spill the beans now. Did you want her when you fucked me?" Another stroke ending with a twist around the head of Jared's shaft. "Did you think about her when you fucked me?"


  "You want me to draw a picture for comparison?" Jared asked, still composed and steady, but his voice was hoarse, his breathing a little harder than a second ago.


  "No need to." Casey leaned closer and brought his other hand up, his palm sliding across Jared's smooth skin and hard muscles, fingers brushing the nipple before tracing higher. He cupped Jared's face and pecked another kiss on those lips while his fingers squeezed harder around Jared's cock, rewarding him with another gasp for air.


  "I think I deliver well enough. After all, I do put in my best performance every single time." No point in hiding the obvious, since Jared knew damn well Casey would always go the extra mile to satisfy whatever whim of desire Jared might have. "Well… with you anyways."


  Casey saw a hint of anger bolt out in Jared's eyes with just mentioning the possibility of Casey delivering anything for someone else, and he pushed in with his lips before Jared got a chance to reply.


  There was no one else, not for Casey, because all he wanted was what he now had in front of him, in his hand, gasping against his lips when he moved his hand a little faster, stroking his thumb over the tip every time his hand went up. Even while tied down Jared made Casey feel weak and immobilized with hunger. Even while stripped down from his manners, Jared accomplished turning Casey into his devoted servant, one willing to attain whatever it might be Jared wanted. There was no need to implicate why it was that way. It just was, had always been, from the first time they'd met in a crowded house party. Casey had been too tired and too disorientated to actually participate at all, uninterested in mingling with people he didn't know and didn't care to make acquaintance with, but the second he had seen Jared standing across the room, looking at him with the look of a predator displayed on his face, the exhaustion had turned into electricity and lust.


  It was the same now, even if it was Casey touching instead of Jared, but he felt just as taken as he did every time he was with Jared. The cock in his hand was growing harder, filling his hand so perfectly it made Casey whimper with the need to have it inside him, and by the looks of Jared, he wasn't the only one.


  "You want me to put my mouth on you?" Casey asked between kisses. There was nothing sweet and gentle in the way their mouths were meeting. Tongues clashing, teeth nibbling, biting at times just to make the other one moan a little louder. So good, so fucking perfect, just the way he liked it. All in, compelling, powerful and complete. Breathtaking.


  "I know you want to," Jared mumbled against Casey's lips, conquering the essence of the other man with just his mouth. And Casey did, oh god how badly he wanted that, but now with his feelings raw and cut open, he couldn't give in that easily. Not this time.


  "Answer me first."


  "You seriously need me to point out the difference between fucking her and fucking you before you allow yourself to do what you want to do?" Jared smirked, cocky as hell, but still breathless when Casey dived lower, following the line of Jared's jaw with his lips, nibbling the skin above Jared's neck , and all the while his hand was moving so slow, feeling every inch of that hard length in his hand.


  "No…" Casey said and sucked in Jared's earlobe before sinking his teeth into it, forcing Jared's immense shield of self-preservation shatter into a moan. "I want you to see the difference and tell me if it was better than this. Better than me."


  "You have some serious self-image issues," Jared replied but he was starting to get too heated to control his voice, or his hips, because he was already rocking against Casey's hand, only inch or so because more of a movement might've actually hurt too much on his shoulders, but that was all enough to point out how much he wanted a mouth put on him.


  "Should I? I mean," Casey mumbled and lapped his tongue against Jared's neck. "I always thought you have high standards, but perhaps I was wrong."


  Jared jerked as a response when Casey nibbled the skin under his lips and squeezed the shaft in his hand hard enough to hurt. But instead of a turn-off, the pain accelerated Jared even more, took him from 'suck me' to 'fuck me' and Casey felt like jumping for joy when Jared's shaky breath turned into a low moan, shattering in the end and fading with a breath.


  Casey pushed closer, right between Jared's spread legs and rubbed his thumb against the base of Jared's cock while every slow stroke. There was something completely mesmerizing in the way the man in front of him held himself even while teased to the limits, now with his head slightly leaned back, eyes shut and lips parted. Jared had never hidden the fact that being with Casey was a pleasure. He never made Casey feel like sex between them was just a random act, because while Casey was usually too worn out, satisfied and limbless to say a word, Jared was always too anxious and energized to stay in place. He liked to wear off some of his extra-activity by tracing every sore and tender spot on Casey's body, making sure Casey knew just how much he enjoyed doing so. A generous lover, that's what Jared was. Generous with endless ways of making Casey feel like his body got detached from his mind, his head working too slow and blurry, his skin too sensitive to be touched but still missing the feel of Jared against him.


  Kind of what Jared was headed for right now.


  Kinda where Casey wanted him to be, just so he would know how fucked up it was to realize it was all done for the purpose of a fucking game. To amuse someone, even while that someone had no idea how badly it stung. Because Jared didn't, he had no clue what he did to Casey by doing just what they'd agreed on from the beginning.


  Casey nuzzled the side of Jared's neck, slowly moving higher to kiss those lips again, licking them and diving in with his tongue. There was no hesitance in the response he got, a mouth just as eager as his, just as open and willing. Breaths fusing and mingling, turning from quiet gasps into slow moans when Casey sped up with his hand, spreading Jared's pre-cum every time his fingers brushed over the tender tip.


  "Enough with the foreplay, Casey."


  "Ask nicely," Casey said, fully enjoying the strained moan bursting out of Jared when he brought his other hand to accompany the one doing the work and fisted his hand around the twinset under Jared's shaft.


  "You're so going to pay for this," Jared snarled against Casey's mouth, and he was convincing enough to turn the pulsing inside Casey's pants from painful to nearly unbearable, but instead of giving in, he gave Jared's cock another twist and another stroke, stretching the shaft before closing his fist around the tip.


  "Ahh… fuck, Casey," Jared panted, actually breathless and the look he gave Casey was just as demanding as if he'd been off the ties and holding Casey down. Blue eyes traced lower to Casey's lips before flashing back up and there was a kiss so soft and luring it almost made Casey cream the inside of his tracks.


  "Give in just a little, Jared. It's not that bad." Casey grinned at the snort he got from Jared, but the words that followed were enough to express just what he'd wanted to hear.


  "A little? No one comes even close to you, not your hands or your mouth or your body. How's that for comparison?" Jared didn't sound like someone forced to give credit, just someone who was past the point of thinking with his brain and the twitching inside Casey's hand was more than emphasizing just how in need Jared actually was.


  "I think it'll do," Casey said and gave what was asked for in not so many words.


  The shape of Jared's fit Casey's mouth just perfectly, filling him when he took it all in. Slowly, inch by inch, his hand still cupped around the sack underneath. Casey pulled back just as slowly, sucking the tip between his lips before he broke loose with a wet pop, devouring the taste of Jared's pre-cum in his mouth.


  Casey pressed his hand on the length and pushed it against Jared lower belly before dipping down, licking his way from the base to the tip, swirling his with tongue and sucking with his lips, craving for every breath of pleasure that escaped Jared. They all built up in his head, moans and breaths, some shaky some sharp, until Casey dwelled in those sounds, wordlessly pleading to hear more, and the more he took in, the more he got out.


  Casey tucked Jared's jeans lower to reveal more naked skin and released his hold on Jared's cock to go lower with his hand, caressing the length and the sack underneath the shaft, rubbing every spot of skin on his way down, until he felt the smoothness under the twinset. Soft skin, tender and exposed and he rubbed that spot with his thumb in slow, gentle circles before pushing against the skin, teasing the tender spot inside Jared, and the harder he pushed, the louder Jared was. No longer sudden or composed, but given in and just taking what was offered.


  Casey lapped his tongue against the head of Jared's cock before taking in the whole length of him, the tip finally hitting the back of his throat and twitching when he rubbed his thumb against Jared's skin harder, almost too hard for it to even feel good, but it did. Good enough to make Jared jerk up with his hips and curse out loud, and every time Casey pulled back and went back down, he rubbed that spot, straining another moan out of Jared.


  Apparently Jared no longer cared whether or not he would get his shoulders dislocated, because the more Casey pushed, the faster Jared moved. The harder Casey sucked, the harder Jared pushed in, until it had little to do with Casey putting his mouth on Jared but simply Jared fucking his mouth. So he went with it, relaxed his neck and his throat, allowing Jared to be just as intense and hard as he always was and like always, Casey loved every second of it. He only missed the feel of Jared's fingers curled in fists around his hair, slight pain that came with it and the feel of ease when it was gone.


  The release came with a hard push, Jared's sperm filling Casey's mouth and throat, probably spilling between his lips, Jared's voice loud and strained when he moaned what felt like eternity before his hips no longer moved and his voice was only a fast panting. Casey licked Jared's cock, one that was already softening and soon too tender to be touched. When he pulled back, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand while dropping his hands from Jared, he looked at the man sitting in front of him, head thrown back, chest heaving, completely comfortable even while being tied down, and all Casey felt in that moment was disgust. All he had in him was hate and anger and disappointment and sadness. Towards himself, not Jared, because this was just how easy it was every time. How easily he gave in. How little he cared for his own pride when it came to pleasing someone else.


  Pathetic, really. Just pathetic.


  Casey packed Jared back into his jeans; simply because he was afraid he might do something completely stupid if his favorite joystick would be on display like that, and got up from the floor.


  "Not that bad at all…" Jared mumbled and actually went as far as to let out a small laughter, low and rusty but laughter nonetheless, before he picked up his head and opened his eyes. Casey avoided those eyes when he moved to untie Jared. He no longer had any desire to have Jared held down, or even have Jared this close to him, because it was getting too hard to have it this way, like a fracture of what he really wanted.


  "What was the occasion anyways?" Jared asked and turned his head to take a look over his shoulder, but Casey kept his eyes on the ropes and opened the knots as fast as he could with his shaky fingers. "Must've been something really good for you guys to hit the town and actually celebrate. What was it? Is there a wholesale on some curtains or leather couches or something?"


  The hint of acknowledgement towards Casey's fixation for high quality furniture was just too little too late, and he ignored the question completely by pulling off the ropes and dropping them on the floor before standing back up. Jared didn't even seem to notice his lack of an answer when he stretched his arms and rubbed one wrist at a time, keeping his eyes on Casey.


  "Probably a sale at Bloomingdale's, since Lynn was so worked up over whatever it was that was going on."


  Whatever it was that was going on.


  Casey stood still for a moment, still ignoring Jared's eyes and kept his stare on the floor before he took a step towards the islet he had in his kitchen, picking up the box of ice cream on his way towards the table, towards the sink, ready to lean over and vomit the little he'd had for dinner last night.


  "Wasn't a sale," he muttered after he got far enough from Jared, headed for the sink and tossed the box out of his hand before quickly rinsing his hands to get rid of any traces of ice cream or sperm. Or Jared. Casey placed his hands against the roster kitchen sink slowly, consciously, and took a breath. In and out. In and out.


  "Oh yeah? Then what was it?"


  Casey stared at little droplets of water in the sink, morning light pouring through the shades in the windows and dazzling those small drops. Bright and pretty. What was it? What had he made plans for and what had he reminded Jared of at least two or three times in the past two weeks?


  He could hear Jared stand up from the chair, could hear him roam through the kitchen like he always did, with familiarity and ease, but it was too familiar now. Too easy. Too much of him taking up Casey's space, sucking off the air in the room up to a point where Casey wanted him to just leave. But instead of saying anything like that he turned just enough to see Jared and made his words travel through the air with a-matter-of-fact-tone to them.


  "It was my birthday."


  ****


  During their months of sex and occasional dinners and movie-nights Jared had heard a complaining tone in Casey's voice way too many times for it to pass his radar anymore, but what he heard now wasn't complaining. Nor was it self-pity or anger or disappointment. It was something far more irritating and terrifying because Jared had no fucking clue what it was. But the meaning of those words sank in anyway, echoing with a hollow thump when he suddenly remembered the plans Casey had made and the reason for those plans and all the reminding Casey had done during the past couple of weeks just to make sure Jared wouldn't forget.


  But he had.


  "Oh shit… Case, I'm-"


  "Can you please not call me that?" Casey cut off and turned to face the cabinet above the sink. His whole form was tense when he leaned against the edge of the sink with his hands, now with his head bowed and eyes shut, every inch of his upper body bare and completely displaying the thrill of the night before. One might think that after orgasming for god knows how many times during the past ten hours or so and spilling in Casey's mouth just minutes ago, it would be impossible for Jared to get hard this soon. But no, it wasn't, not when he had his eyes on the marks spread all over Casey. Bite marks and small bruises, from Jared's teeth and his fingers, his hands on Casey's body molding it into something else completely, something so foreign even Jared had no idea what the hell had happened in Casey's bed last night.


  "Are you fucking kidding me?" Casey's voice more than his words, the utter disbelief and shades of disgust tripping through every line was what snatched Jared's eyes from the body to the eyes.


  "What?"


  "You're thinking about sex, aren't you?"


  Well, duh.


  His face must've worn the thought because Casey snorted and the smile he wore on his face was anything but happy-go-lucky, all cynical and damn near cold.


  "Could you ever think of anything else?" Casey looked at him, brown eyes narrowed and the smile slowly fading off. "I mean seriously… Don't you ever get enough?"


  "I suppose not," Jared shrugged and leaned his hip against the bureau lined up next to the sink and the refrigerator. Casey stood still, hands against the sink and hard eyes on Jared, but he didn't really need to say anything to point out how completely pissed off he was. For what, Jared had no idea, but he figured this wasn't going to be another lazy Saturday morning.


  "You're angry."


  "You think?"


  "Mind telling me why? Because for some reason I can't seem to keep up."


  "Oh, am I being too articulate for you, Jared?" Casey asked, his voice malicious and sarcastic. "Wanna stick your cock in my mouth again to keep me quiet?"


  What?


  Jared opened his mouth to tell Casey to shut the fuck up, but he couldn't, because the gleam he saw in those eyes wasn't really that pissed. It was more like something burning and boiling and pushing against the surface; shading the words coming out of Casey's mouth, and he was now even more bewildered with what he was seeing.


  "Case–"


  "Do not call me that! You know I hate it when you do, so can you please stop?" Casey rubbed his eyes with the sole of his hands in a fast movement before dropping his arms and taking a deep breath. "I am not a 'case'; I'm not something you can file under the tag 'disposable' when you don't feel like having me around you. I'm a fucking human being with a name, so if you could just comprehend enough through those sex-blinded thoughts of yours and actually call me by my name. Okay?"


  Jared nodded slowly; completely stunned after the fast line of words and the appearance of Casey that was so out of his normal way of being. What the fuck was going on?


  "If it's about last night… that I forgot, and that I went out with someone, and–"


  "It's not about you forgetting, because you always forget. And it's not about you going out with someone else, because I guess you do that all the time too," Casey snarled and turned to face Jared.


  "What the fuck is up with you, Casey?" Jared asked, actually a little pissed himself, because sure he'd fucked up, but it was just good manners to point out the problem before lashing out, and so far Casey had done none of the pointing out.


  "You know…" Casey suddenly blurted, ignoring Jared's question and looked straight at him. "It is about you forgetting and you going out with someone else. It's about the simple fact that you do in fact always forget, because you just don't give shit. You don't care; you don't listen when I talk, not to what I say, because you just don't care enough to hear me."


  "What the hell are you talking about?" Jared asked and pushed himself off of the bureau. "When have I not heard you? It's a fucking birthday, Casey, not the foundation of your being, so what the hell are you getting so worked up about it?"


  "When have you ever heard me?" Casey mumbled and took a step closer. He stood in the little aisle between the kitchen islet and the fridge, one hand held against the edge of the islet and the other on the stainless steel door, his whole form colored with fury and its entire anomaly made Jared close to smiling. This wasn't his Casey, the one who was always mellow and soft, smiling most of the time, except for when they watched some sappy film, because then he was always close to crying. But Jared liked that too, just as much as the mellow-Casey. But this pissed, I'll-rip-your-head-off-if-you-look-at-me-the-wrong-way-Casey he didn't like. Not one bit.


  "I told you two weeks ago that I have something planned, and last weekend too. And three days ago, and I was, for some stupid reason, convinced that you would remember, but you didn't. Wanna know why? Because you don't listen."


  "Fine," Jared muttered, willing to give in this one time to just end the agony of having to continue hearing this. "I fucked up, I forgot, I didn't listen. Happy? Now just stop nagging and cool down and we'll do something today. Whatever you had planned, okay?"


  But he soon realized his sorry excuse of an apology wasn't going down that smoothly when Casey stood up, eyes wide open before narrowing again and if what he'd had on before was malice, this was something close to homicidal.


  "Nagging?"


  "Well… have you heard yourself lately?"


  "You think I'm nagging?" Casey asked, nodding as to himself before he grabbed the handle of the fridge and leaned against the door for a moment. "You know why I don't want to do anything, why I'd just rather lie on the couch on my day off than actually fix up something to do?"


  "Because you like to lull yourself to sleep with boredom?" Jared suggested, simply because that was the only reason he could come up with. The fact that Casey was always more than reluctant to go out, to do anything was what made Jared go ballistic, because he couldn't think of anything more demolishing than having to stay put night after night. Sure they went out, but he knew Casey only agreed because Jared would pace a hole through Casey's two-hundred dollar rugs if he had to be all domestic and shit.


  "Cute, Jared. Very cute," Casey muttered and opened the door. "But no… not because of that. I know you couldn't care less about my job or what it is I actually do for a living, but bear with me, will you?"


  Jared was just about to point out how implicitly uninteresting it was to audience through a presentation of the manners and missions of a real estate company such as the one Casey worked at, when there was a loud bang and a clay bowl hit the surface of the islet.


  "When I'm at work, that's all I do. Plan and fix up stuff. Worry about details and schedules and minute-by-minute timetables, so when I'm at home, I don't want to do any of it. I don't want to do anything, which is why I prefer to lounge around and, apparently, lull myself to sleep with boredom." Another bump and the bowl got accompanied by a white ceramic pot. Jared couldn't see Casey, because the man was nearly pushed inside the fridge, but his words were still audible.


  "But yesterday, when I actually left a few hours early and worked up my schedule so that I didn't have to worry about going to work until Monday, instead of not doing anything, I spent five hours cooking you dinner. Which you failed to show up for."


  "I didn't ask you to cook for me," Jared said. He hadn't, ever. Sometimes Casey did it anyways, and it was nice, but Jared didn't bother to ask him to do it because it didn't matter to him whether Casey did it or not.


  Jared realized his thoughts and stopped himself to actually take it all in. Just 'cos it didn't matter, didn't mean he didn't care. Right?


  "No, you didn't. But I did it anyways." Another bump and this time it was a cake dish that landed next to the pot. Casey shut the door and leaned against it without paying any attention to the remaining of whatever it was that had been on that dish, because now it was pretty much shattered around the islet."Five hours of planning and preparing and actually standing in my fucking kitchen to cook some fucking casserole and chocolate cheesecake just because that's your favorite fucking food. Wanna know how I know that? Because I actually listen when you talk to me."


  "You come across just a bit bitter right now, Casey."


  "You think?" Casey snarled and tilted his head slightly as to investigate through what he was seeing. "You wanna know why I did it despite the fact that you didn't ask me to?"


  Jared didn't even bother to answer because Casey didn't look like he gave a shit whether Jared did or didn't. This had turned into something new and oddly worrying, because Jared couldn't cut in the line of action, not now that Casey was on a row, clearly headed for something Jared didn't even know existed.


  "I did it because I wanted you to be even a little preoccupied, just enough for you to suffer through staying here for the evening, for you to stay longer that those fifteen minutes it takes you to fuck me senseless." Casey went quiet, his eyes turning from dark and heated to that soft chocolate shade in a split second before he turned his eyes on something he evidently saw through the living-room door. "I even went as far as to rent a collectors box of some 'film noir' movies you like and which names I can't even pronounce, just to keep you from being bored to death. Not because you asked me to or because I had to, but because I wanted to. Because I wanted you to be here."


  Now that the anger was gone and the mean glare had melted into a puddle of softness Jared saw as soon as Casey turned to look at him, the tone he hadn't recognized in the beginning was slowly coming to him. It really wasn't complaining or self-pity, though someone might think that after the speech Jared had just witnessed self-pity was exactly what Casey was dwelling on, but Jared knew it wasn't something Casey would go for.


  "I think it's not about you forgetting after all. Or about someone else, or even you not caring. It's…" Casey bit his lower lip, something he did every time he hesitated, which wasn't often, but he did it now. Looking at Jared for a while before dropping his eyes and shaking his head, Casey pushed himself off from the refrigerator door and moved to the sink again. Jared watched him pick up the ice cream box and empty the melted content to the sink before rinsing the box and the sink.


  "It's what?" Jared asked. He had a bad feeling he was buried way over his head in something he couldn't control, surrounded by something he couldn't fix, but the silence after the outburst was actually far worse. The distance between him and Casey was almost too much to comprehend, even while there was only few feet separating them, but Jared had never felt this misplaced, this dislocated.


  "Casey?"


  "I heard you," Casey said and placed the wet box upside down in the sink, drying the paperboard before recycling it, something Jared was way too lazy to do but what Casey was a fanatic at completing. "I think the problem is that I do care. I shouldn't but I do, and I'm getting real sick of being the only one."


  Jared knew the tone now, heard it in every word and it made his gut grow ill. Genuine hurt. Plain sadness, something he'd never seen or heard in Casey but it was there now, and Jared knew without a thought that it was there because if him.


  "I'm sorry I lashed at you… It's not really your fault, because you haven't really done anything."


  "Casey…"


  "No, really… It's cool. Not your fault, Jared, you've done well," Casey smirked and Jared really couldn't dismiss the sour feel those words had. "So… You wanna fuck now or just get out?"


  "Don't do that, Casey. Don't degrade yourself like that."


  "Degrade myself? Have you not been here for the past eight months? What else do we do but fucking? Nothing, that's what we do. No, that's what you do. I don't even know what I'm doing anymore, because it sure as hell doesn't feel like exchanging body fluids."


  "Don't talk like you've been resentful and forced to bear this. To bear us."


  "There is no 'us', Jared. There's you and then there's me and occasionally we hit it off and we get laid, but that's it. Nothing more. So, like I asked, you wanna fuck now, or do you just wanna get out?" Casey was looking straight at him now but instead of actually seeing him, it was like those eyes were looking past him. Avoiding and sheltered, so fucking wrong that it was enough to take away any desire of another round between the sheets.


  "No? You don't wanna fuck? For once, could it be you're not horny enough to take full advantage?"


  "Fuck you, Casey. Very convenient of you to point out my habits now, when you've been more than pleased to be 'taken advantage of' for months now." Jared wasn't sure if it was a good idea for him to stay, because he was close to saying something he didn't even mean and would definitely regret later, but when Casey simply pointed at the door, Jared had no intention to take the hint and get out. Casey studied him for a second or two before pushing off from the sink.


  "Fine… Then I'll leave," Casey said. He walked pass the islet, grabbed a sweater he'd thrown on a chair in the kitchen and pulled it on while making his way through the kitchen. Through the house. And Jared didn't stop him, didn't go after him, not even when he heard the front door close, or a moment later when there was a purr coming from Casey's car when he drove off from the driveway. Instead he stood in the kitchen, angry as hell and ready to break the last of the dishes scrambled on the islet.


  What the fuck just happened?


  Jared felt like he'd been tossed around by a hurricane, one shaped like the man he'd been drooling over for months now. He didn't care? Bullshit. He wouldn't be there, wouldn't still be standing there if he didn't care because he felt that if he left, then he could never get back, and that would be just so completely wrong.


  But the longer he stayed and the harder he thought about what Casey had said, the more clearly he saw the truth in everything he had heard. About not remembering and seeing other people and fucking. Being too trapped in his own ways to actually give a shit what it was Casey wanted. Or needed. Or felt.


  Now, this was the part of any human relationship Jared hated more than anything; feeling. He could manipulate his way out of any situation, but if there was even a fraction of an emotion tangled somewhere between him and whoever he wanted to get away from, the manipulating became too difficult to complete. And now that he was still in Casey's kitchen with the remains of the dinner Casey had made for him, there was really no point in pretending it was just a fraction of an emotion he had in him. It was helluva lot more. So much more in fact, that the anger he'd felt drained right out, leaving him sore and raw and feeling like he was the biggest shithead on the face of the earth.


  "Oh shit," Jared muttered, out loud to no one.


  It wasn't that he didn't care, because he did. At least enough to now feel like his heart was being scooped out when he remembered Casey's voice, remembered the sadness and the look on his face. After months, very good months to be precise, this was the first time he'd seen Casey displeased. And much to Jared's surprise, seeing Casey displeased was one of the worst things he could imagine. He wanted to see Casey smiling, wanted to hear Casey laughing. Even tears were okay if they were there because he was happy or because he'd been teased into a sensory overload.


  "Shit!" This time a bit louder though there was still no one to hear him, but it took some of the steam out to lash out to the silence. How come hadn't he seen this coming? This wasn't exactly 'the talk' but close enough and to think that he actually let Casey just walk out without working through this was hurting his brain in a way he'd never thought could even be possible.


  Jared looked around in the kitchen, saw the dishes and the ice cream box and the flowers that were on the table but his eyes got fixed on the ropes still lying on the floor. For once, they'd held him down instead of Casey and as he now went through what he had just blurted out while being tied; Jared was starting to think he'd lost the capacity of his brain function all together.


  Whatever keeps you quiet and concentrated on my cock, is always more than welcomed.


  "Oh god…" He was getting sick, as in physically ill with his own stupidity. How's that for not listening, for not hearing? For not having anything other than sex on his mind and not really giving a shit?


  No wonder Casey felt the way he did. Actually, Jared was surprised Casey had lasted as long as he had, because no way did Jared deserved someone like Casey with his present performance. He walked up to the chair, picked it up and placed it next to the table, then did the same with the other chair before picking up the ropes. Casey had said it should tell him something that he had to be tied down to listen, and had he been right… If Casey had started off with this twisted little convo in any other circumstances, Jared would've probably bolted out after two words, again implicating just how little he cared.


  Jared recalled the night before, the club and the guy talking to Casey. Just talking and yet Jared had gone from zero to hundred-and-twenty in a split second. More than jealous, because jealousy doesn't twist your brain and make you think of ways to torture a human body. If someone just talking to Casey, flirting even, made Jared feel like a loose cannon, how the hell did Casey feel when he obviously thought Jared fucked every person that came along? Not that Jared had given him any reason to think otherwise, again because he didn't think it mattered, didn't care enough to make that little line of truth obvious for Casey as well.


  Yeah, such a fucking shithead.


  But they weren't done, now were they? The conversation wasn't over and Casey hadn't said anything as final as 'get the fuck out of my life', so he could fix this. Maybe. Perhaps, if he'd suck it up and if he'd get his head out of his ass and see straight for one fucking second without thinking about how to get Casey in bed for the moment, he'd get the guy in the same room with him again.


  Yeah… then he could fix it.


  ****


  It was almost nine o'clock when Casey pulled his car to the driveway. And his good intentions went flying out of the window when he saw Jared's car still parked where it had been when Casey had left in the morning.


  Fuck.


  He turned off the engine and then just sat in the car with his keys still in the ignition. He'd hoped he would've have time to make some sense of it all before another confrontation, but apparently not. Why the hell was Jared still there? Couldn't he just act all cold and insensitive and just leave without forcing Casey to face the damage now? He actually wanted to take back his words, because they made it impossible for them to just carry on. While driving around the town with no actual stopping point Casey had been forced to admit to himself, that even a life with a fraction of Jared was better than a life with no Jared. And now that life alone was looming over his head, Casey wanted to just give up and beg Jared to forget. Ignore what he'd said.


  Just get in there and beg for mercy on your hands and knees.


  Casey shrugged and took the keys before he got out, locked the car and went inside. The short walk from the car to his foyer seemed to last for hours and still he had no time to prepare for what he found in his own home.


  Jared wasn't just still there; he was sleeping on the couch, obviously wandered to the la-la-lands in the middle of some TV-show, because the TV was still on, and he still had the remote in his hand. And against everything all Casey could sum up inside him was tenderness.


  Jared's dark hair was tossed around, crumbled and probably tangled. His face was relaxed and all the tension in his body had melted off, leaving the strong frame breathlessly beautiful. He looked just as Casey had remembered. Those few times Jared had actually stayed for the night, Casey had seen him like this, and he'd craved to have him like this more often. Relaxed and at ease, not at all controlling and over-energetic, but just silent and still so that Casey could fit against him and just feel him for a second.


  Casey placed his keys on the bureau behind the couch when he went closer, not sure if he should wake Jared or just let him sleep. God knew he was tired himself, not really having slept enough the night before, and Jared hadn't slept any longer than he had. So he just stood there, eyes shifting from the man to the TV, afraid any movement might shatter the pretty little picture his living room now presented. But then Jared took a deep breath, grunted in mid-sleep and stretched while opening his eyes, and there was a moment of complete silence when they just looked at each other.


  Please, don't let this be the last time I have him in my home.


  "Shit… what time is it?"


  "Little before nine."


  "Already?" Jared mumbled and sat up. He rubbed his face and glanced at Casey. "You were gone that long?"


  Casey nodded, not sure what he was supposed to do. He felt raw, bared from his thoughts and he was so incredibly tired he just wanted to crawl into bed and sleep. For hours. For days.


  "I thought you'd have left by now." Oh… that didn't come out right. "I mean… I didn't expect you to be here. You know… waiting."


  "Yeah… I was going to leave, but then I didn't. I thought we didn't quite finish the conversation."


  Casey nodded, but said nothing. Jared looked at the TV before he turned to Casey, and his eyes were so bright that even in the dim light of his living room Casey could see the blueness.


  "I… um… are you hungry? I can fix you up with something if you like." Great… he was already falling back to his old patterns. Pathetic. Again just pathetic.


  "Actually, I ate already. The casserole was good. Really good. Lamb, was it?"


  "Yeah." And then they stayed quiet. Awkward and nervous, like walking on eggshells.


  Casey bit his lip and took a cautious step towards the couch. He felt like a stranger in his own home, not at all familiar and cozy, while his home had always been the place for him to feel just that. Now the room felt like a tomb, somewhere he was afraid to speak in because he might cause too much noise.


  He sat on the other end of the couch, breathing slowly and as silently as possible, but the silence finally got the best of him.


  "Look, I–"


  "I'm really–"


  They both spoke at the same time, and they went quiet as one as well. Casey looked at Jared, and he was met with those blue eyes, and every thought in his head just vanished. Every apology for his outburst was gone and all he could think was how fucking scared he was. Scared he'd said too much after all, that there was no way back and that he'd finally lost something he really wanted to have.


  "Can you please forget everything I said? Just… pretend none of it happened and ignore everything?" Casey knew he was almost pleading, but he didn't care. He had no pride, none at all. And even if that made him even more pathetic and definitely not someone worthy of hanging on to, he couldn't find words for anything else.


  Jared looked at him for a moment but then he shook his head.


  "I don't think I can."


  Casey sighed, nodding in tiny movements and looked at the TV. No going back then.


  How the hell had he even gone this far? Sex was sex, simple as that. So why did he care for someone he only randomly had sex with? Made no sense. It wasn't as if they'd spent that much time together. Wasn't as if he'd ever been that close to Jared's life that he could even find any point of reference to his own. But still he wanted so much more that what he had. Well… had had, since now he wasn't sure if he had anything.


  "I didn't know we have to put labels on things," Jared said. Casey looked at the man sitting next to him, one now leaning with his arms against his knees, face turned towards the TV and eyes held on the screen. "I didn't know you wanted us to do that, and I just… I guess I just wish you would've told me a lot earlier."


  Jared shirt was wrinkled, probably due to sleeping on the couch, his hair was still a mess and he had a cushion print just beneath his cheekbone. And Casey still thought he looked like the most handsome man he'd ever seen. Not his man, though. Never was, never would be.


  "Yeah… I probably should've."


  "No, not probably. Definitely should've. I didn't know you needed that to feel… cared for. I had no idea you wanted to be called 'boyfriend' to feel like I give a shit."


  "I never said I wanted that," Casey muttered. He recognized Jared's tone, and knew they were headed straight back to the shouting match. And for now he was just too tired to do any of it. "I really can't do this right now. Sorry, but I can't. So if you don't mind, I'll–"


  "Yes, I do mind!" Jared sprung up and moved from the narrow space created by the couch and the table next to it. Jared paced in front of the TV for a second, quickly glancing at Casey and silently cursing. "You can't just say all that and then get out."


  "Well, I kinda had to since you wouldn't leave."


  "That's not what I meant. You can't just say all that and expect me to just take it. That's not what you do when you're in a relationship. When you're in a relationship, you talk and you have a conversation, you don't just shout at each other."


  "Well… then it's a good thing we don't have a relationship," Casey muttered, just to earn a pissed glare from Jared. "What? All of a sudden we do have a relationship, is that it? Now that you got your precious little feelings hurt and you feel like you weren't given the chance to defend yourself, now we're a couple and we should talk this over? I don't think so."


  Casey stood up, and took a step towards the kitchen and he was somewhat clear enough to realize Jared was steaming by now.


  "You know…" he muttered and turned to face Jared. "You think this is a relationship? Have you ever even told any of your friends about me?"


  "What the fuck does that have to do with anything?"


  "Have you ever even thought about telling any of your side-fucks about me?"


  "Oh like you told about me to that asshole in the bar last night?"


  "Oh god… are you fucking kidding me?" Casey almost laughed, almost. "You can't honestly think that was anywhere near what you do, can you? I had a drink with him, that's all. I didn't fuck him, I didn't even fucking touch him, and you think you can compare him to any of your little friends? And just so you know, I did tell him about you. I actually bled my heart out to him, which is probably why he didn't want me to leave with you."


  "Oh… how very kind of him. I'm sure that was the only reason why he didn't want you to leave," Jared snorted. His body was no longer relaxed and at ease. Now he looked like the man Casey was used to seeing; tense and rigid and so unbelievably on the edge, that for a second he felt genuinely afraid. But perhaps Jared saw the fear, because he seemed to snap out of whatever haze he was in and closed his eyes as he took a deep breath before looking at Casey.


  "I'm sorry."


  "No you're not." And Casey knew he wasn't. He never was, not for anything. Jared always said it was better to forget than to forgive, and he never apologized. Why the hell should he start now? "I don't wanna fight with you, I really don't. But I'm not going to feel guilty for sitting with someone in a bar and just talking. I won't do that, Jared. Not even for you."


  Casey took a step back, suddenly feeling awkward again, and too self-aware and even with the dim light in the room his eyes were hurting. Burning with tears.


  "I really can't do this right now. Whatever it is you wanna say, you can do that tomorrow. Or the day after that, or the day…" Choking with the tears already pushing to surface and Casey turned around, afraid he might just break into pieces, and was already headed towards his bedroom.


  "Don't fucking walk out on me again!"


  "I'm not!" Casey shouted, actually raised his voice and turned around. "I just can't do this right now! I'm tired, Jared, I'm so fucking tired, and I haven't eaten anything all day, so I'm hungry too, and I really don't want to fight with you, but I can't talk about this now 'cos I might just break down and fucking cry! Okay?"


  The look on Jared's face could've probably been worth every humiliating word flying out of Casey's mouth if he wasn't already too raw to feel relieved by that small sign of recognition. No more any of this, he just simply couldn't take any of it any more.


  "Casey–" Jared took a step towards him, but Casey recoiled and shook his head. "Don't. Just… don't. Anything. Just not now, okay?"


  And then he turned on his heels and forced his feet to work with him when he went to his bedroom. Running away, running off. Walking away, just like Jared had said. And once in his bedroom, just coherent enough to push the door closed, or at least trying to, Casey sat in the edge of his bed, waiting to hear the front door close behind Jared. The tears were there, every fucking one of them, and he didn't want to shed a single one. Not now, not ever, but he knew they would come, and they did. Burning against his lids, making the view of his dark room turn blurry until he had to close his eyes and just wipe his cheeks.


  Who the hell cries over something as little as this?


  You do, Casey.


  Well… besides him, that is.


  Casey took a deep breath, trying to steady himself, but it was all just a bit too much right now. And when the door got pushed open and he saw Jared's figure at the door, he only managed to chuckle.


  Didn't that seal his inferiority just perfectly?


  Jared stood still for a moment before he came closer, and Casey managed to push himself further on the bed before Jared stood in front of him. And then he knelt between Casey's feet, hands coming up against his knees and even through Casey's jeans the touch sent shivers through his body.


  "Can't you just go already?"


  "No," Jared said. Nothing else, just 'no', as if that was enough. And somehow it was and Casey only managed to shudder when he tried to keep the tears from spilling again.


  "Casey, I really am sorry."


  "No you're not."


  "Yes, I am," Jared pushed. Casey stared at the floor, that little spot that was left in his view, that spot that wasn't covered with his feet or with Jared's thighs.


  "I didn't want to make you feel bad… shit, I never wanted you to feel like this, and–"


  "You didn't… Don't you get it?" Casey asked and even with the tears he now looked at Jared. In the darkness, only light pouring from the open door, and he could still see the features. "You didn't do this. I did. I made myself feel like this, not you. You didn't do anything wrong, honestly you didn't. I did. Just me. So please, just go home, and we'll talk about this whole thing some other day."


  "What? Go home and miss all the fun you're having? Not a chance," Jared muttered and raised his hand, gently wiping wet trails off from Casey's cheeks. He'd never felt as embarrassed as he did now, but then again he'd been acting like a weak old lady ever since the morning, so Jared probably knew to expect anything from him already.


  "Must be hard, I know, but please stop crying for a minute, okay?" Jared muttered. There was a one-sided smile on his lips, the one that always made him look lazy, but Casey knew he wasn't. He was anything but lazy. Jared cupped Casey's face in his hand, making a few strokes with his thumb across Casey's cheek. "I can't talk when you're sobbing."


  "I wasn't sobbing." Perhaps he was. But Casey shook his head quickly, pulling back to get away from Jared's touch and shrugged. "See… no more crying. Now just say what you have to say, and then get out."


  Really, Jared, please get out, or I might just lose the last of my dignity.


  Jared remained still, his hand now dropped to Casey's lap but he pulled his hand away. No touch, just the look and still Casey felt like he was crucified on the bed.


  "I know I forgot… I always do. But it's not just you, Casey. It's everyone. I'm not good with stuff like that, you know; birthdays and anniversaries and all that shit. It makes no difference to me, sorry, but that's just how it is, 'cos they're just dates in a calendar, that's all."


  Casey nodded, folding his hands against his lap and determined he'd get out of this one without anymore whimpering.


  "Will you look at me when I'm talking to you?" Jared asked. And Casey did. And as soon as he saw what he'd heard, the kindness in Jared's voice, something so completely out of place, Casey felt the need to punch the guy straight in his face. Wasn't it a little too late to be concerned now? But at the same time he knew it wasn't, it never would be, and even if Jared decided to just cut him loose and never see him again, Casey knew he'd end up waiting anyways.


  But he didn't want to hear anything. He didn't want to hear how it was all too complicated now and how it just wouldn't work anymore, how it wasn't working anymore. Didn't want to hear any gentle lines about how it was good, but just not good enough, and how it wasn't his fault, of course it wasn't.


  "Jared…"


  "No, now you listen. I think you've had your turn already."


  Please don't say anything.


  But of course he did, a lot of words after he first kept still for all eternity and made Casey close to squirming on his bed.


  "I don't think those are important in any way, birthdays and things like that, not 'cos I don't care but because they aren't what defines you. It's just the day you born on, nothing else. And I guess this makes me really stupid, but I didn't know it was such a big deal for you either. And I know it's not just about that one time, and I know I have no fucking clue what else I've forgotten but there must be a lot, right?" All Casey managed to do was nod. Yes, there was. Dates, dinners, parties. Invitations. Phone calls. Meeting up when they were supposed to. Showing up on time. Showing up at all… Yeah, there was some stuff…


  Jared brushed the side of Casey's face with his fingers, smiling absently and still he remained looking like someone out of any daydream, his appearance just as messed up and crumpled. And still he was so exactly what Casey wanted that it was not even funny anymore. He wasn't that shallow to push aside everything bad just to get the wrapping. Right?


  You sure about that, Casey?


  No, he wasn't. He might just survive with a bleeding heart if he could just have sex with Jared for one more time. Just once. But for once Jared looked like he wasn't thinking about sex. Instead he'd gone serious, his other hand resting in Casey's lap and fingers just tapping against the denim.


  "I wanted to bust his skull just for touching you… How's that for not caring?" Jared muttered. His eyes were held where his fingers were moving, and for the longest time he remained completely still, completely quiet, until he looked at Casey and for once he was really looking. Not just the layers but the stuff inside.


  "I might not remember your birthday or whatever other things there might've been, even if you've reminded me over and over again. But I remember the first restaurant we ever went to and those four crépes you had for desert with vanilla syrup and the way you almost purred when the waitress made them stir up a cup of cinnamon coffee outside the menu, just 'cos you had that puppy-look and she couldn't say no. I remember every fucking book you have in your bookshelf, because the first time I was here I was so nervous I kept eyeing on the shelf more than you, when it was you I wanted to see more than anything."


  Oh man… now he did it.


  But of course Jared had to go on. He had to sweep Casey right off his feet and turn his consciousness into a bleeding mess with a million side tones shouting all at the same time.


  "I suck at this… you know, relationship things and sharing and all. Just don't think I don't care about you, because I do. I just don't make a habit of repeating it all the time, but I still feel it. I still miss you when I'm not with you, and I still think you're probably the best thing that's ever happened to me. And the cutest, and the most beautiful and the softest and the sweetest. Not to mention the sexiest… I said it now but I feel it every day even if you never hear it again," Jared murmured with a quiet voice, so close and still miles and miles away and his voice was enough to bring Casey's heart to its knees. Jared tilted his head, looked at Casey for a moment and smiled, shyly, for the first time ever.


  Casey was very, very sure his balls were shrinking while the tears pushed out again. They had to be, and next he'd have a vagina instead of a penis and right after that his testosterone would get replaced by estrogen, and then he'd be called Cassie instead of Casey, because the amount of sensitivity he was feeling was a helluva lot, even for him. Jared smirked; probably saw Casey fighting the stupid reaction. But who the hell cared. He'd cry now, and then never again. Promise.


  "You're jealous about some girl I went out with?" Jared muttered, his eyes trained to Casey's lips, and for a moment Casey was thinking if it was all over again, back to sex now that his mind was settled with just a piece of a confession. But then Jared looked him in the eyes, not looking at all horny, but just… well, calm, which was very odd. He never looked calm. Hell, he never was calm. "I am jealous too, and not just of some guy you talk to in a club, but of every fucking person you might meet up with, because every time you smile, I think if it'll even resemble that smile you give me, or when you talk to some other guy, I wonder if your voice sounds even slightly the same like when you moan against me when you come. I am jealous, always have been, but I didn't know I need to keep telling you that just to prove that I care and give a shit about you."


  "You don't… God, you're so stupid sometimes."


  "Am I, now? Then explain, because I've been going through this all day and I still can't seem to realize what exactly it is that you want. And I can't give you what you want if I don't know what it is."


  Yeah… the ball's in your corner now.


  "Just shoot. Simple things, if I may ask, 'cos anything more complicated than 'I want ice cream' might be too much, since I have the emotional intelligence of an earthworm. But really, just tell me and I'll try to give you what you want."


  Casey frowned. Simple things? There were no simple things. Everything was complicated now, and he was feeling too suspicious to actually embrace and appreciate the fact that Jared was on his knees on the floor in front of Casey, finally after months doing something other than fucking him or getting him ready to be fucked.


  "Simple things?"


  "If you could, yeah, that would be great." Jared smiled, oh so gently, breaking Casey's walls a little more. He was just too easy, really. No resistance, not with this man.


  "No more screwing around."


  "Done."


  "Just like that?"


  "Well… I haven't been screwing around for a while now, so it's not really a hard thing to follow through on… I didn't fuck her. Last night. I went out with her, but that's all. Promise." And yet all Casey could hear was 'for a while now'.


  "Wait…" he muttered and propped himself up on the bed. "You haven't been playing around?"


  "I've been flirting, yeah, but I haven't had sex with any of them."


  "And you didn't tell me?!" No, Casey. Don't get mad, you should actually be relieved. But he wasn't. He was pissed. "You let me go on thinking you spread your seeds around the town all this time?"


  "This is exactly what I meant. I didn't know I needed to say I wasn't doing that. I didn't know it mattered."


  Casey wanted to punch him. Really did. Didn't know it mattered? Of course it fucking mattered! And while Casey was fusing his anger with his soft-hearted emotions, Jared was smirking like he'd found something amusing in the whole situation. "If you would've said you wanted us to be exclusive, I would've told you we already are. Well… I guess we are, since I don't think you've been spreading your seeds either."


  "This isn't funny."


  "Actually, it is. Are you listening to yourself? You got what you wanted, and for that you got pissed? How can that not be funny?"


  Casey chewed his lower lip, hands now crossed across his chest and toes tapping the floor. He was vaguely aware of how he must've looked like a disappointed five-year-old but that was pretty close to what he was feeling. He had gone through emotional roller coaster for this man, for every thought he'd had about Jared sleeping around with who-the-fuck-ever, and all this time he could've concentrated on other things instead of torturing himself with vivid images. Yes, he was pissed. And yes, much to his disappointment, it was funny.


  "I feel like an idiot."


  "Everybody gets to be an ass every now and then, Case. Won't kill you."


  "Please, Jared, stop calling me that," Casey muttered. How hard could it be? "No one else calls me that either 'cos I absolutely hate it, so could you just stop?"


  "I know you hate it and that no one else calls you that, but that's why I do." Jared searched his eyes through Casey's face, serious and settled where he was. "'Cos I'm the only one."


  Casey wanted to go all 'aww', but he resisted the urge. Wouldn't do him any good to become even more compliant and easy-to-handle. But the longer he sat there and the longer he looked at the man knelt on the floor in front of him, the more he realized how it wasn't all that bad after all. That perhaps he hadn't fucked things up too badly, though he could only imagine how hard it was for Jared to even begin to open up about any of this. It wasn't as if they'd done any actual sharing about anything over the past few months. But maybe Casey could tone down a bit now that Jared was obviously at least trying to make an effort.


  "I don't have any more simple things," Casey said. He dropped his arms, hands now in his lap and they soon got covered with Jared's.


  "How about some complicated ones? I could try to figure them out, though I must warn you; I really suck at this stuff. Like, really suck."


  Casey smiled, still tired and hungry too, but his heart wasn't all that heavy anymore. "No complicated ones either. I just…"


  I just want to feel like I'm something. Like I make a difference. Like I'm cared for. Like I actually matter to you.


  "What?" Jared asked and stroked the back of Casey's hand with his fingers. Casey was past the point of reasoning; the hell with what he wanted. In front of him he had more than he'd thought he could ever have. So instead of placing out his demands and 'simple things', he shook his head and turned his hand, enwinding his fingers with Jared's. "Nothing. It's nothing."


  "You sure?"


  "Yes," Casey nodded. He saw tightness roll out of Jared's shoulders, tightness he hadn't even realized was there. But now that he watched the man in front of him switch his position, if only slightly, a small smile crept on his face and a warmth much larger crawl through his body. "But would you like to make up for last night?"


  ****


  Jared tucked his hands, again testing the tightness of the ropes around his wrists just to realize, yet again, that Casey had done a decent job in tying him down.


  This was a bad idea.


  "I was thinking something like a backrub when you asked if I wanted to make up for forgetting…"


  "You'll get to do that later," Casey said and crawled on the bed. His half-naked figure coming closer between Jared's spread legs was enough to tick Jared off– in a good way. He'd even surprised himself with not mounting Casey the second he'd come back after his long lasting departure. Jared had managed to keep himself from flipping the guy on the bed though he had definitely wanted to do just that. But he got it now, every single thing Casey had said, because he was too sex-orientated. Yes, he could admit to that. It wasn't a problem, though, not even for Casey. But maybe he could be a bit more sensitive from now on. Like… talk. Or even reply when Casey was talking. Or even being around a bit more, at times other than those spent in the bed. But right now, now that Casey sat astride on his lap, on his naked lap with nothing but boxer briefs covering Casey's body, Jared wasn't really interested in talking. Or listening. Or even being around outside of the bed, because the bed was a damn good place to be in right now.


  "And until then?"


  "You mean what do you get to do until you get to rub my back?" Casey asked, propping himself against Jared's hips, very fucking aware of what his twitching did to organs under his body, but seemingly ignorant as he balanced with the ice cream box in his hand and sank the spoon he held in the other into the white mush.


  "Yeah… that."


  "Well… that depends," Casey said and brought a spoonful into his mouth, sucking the frozen cream out of the spoon. Jared hated ice cream. But he just loved the way Casey ate it; indulging, savoring, damn near making out with the stuff, like it was the answer to all of life's greatest questions.


  "On what?"


  "On how well you behave." Casey smirked but kept his eyes on the box, refusing to look at Jared. But at least he'd propped Jared up quite comfortably; pillows tucked under his head, some even under his shoulders, his arms stretched but not too wide so that he didn't have to worry about dislocating any joints. Flat on his back on Casey's bed, naked, and as always, Casey looked quite at home on top of him. Only this time it was Jared tied down, whereas usually he had Casey tied to a knot.


  This was a very bad idea.


  "And how can I make sure I behave well enough?" Jared smiled at the expression on Casey's face; satisfaction and amusement, though they both knew how the night was going to end. Jared would have his way, he always did. Every time. And without a doubt he knew Casey liked it just like that.


  Casey played with the spoon, licking the ice cream from the small metal cup, and every movement of his tongue got multiplied in Jared's head. He could almost feel that tongue on himself, against his skin, against his cock. The one now growing hard and hungry, and Casey massaged his ass against Jared's hips, smiling to himself.


  Very fucking bad idea.


  "You ask nicely if you want something."


  "Don't I always?"


  "No. Usually you just tell me to roll over."


  "I do not." Oh, now Casey was just being evil. "I don't need to tell you to roll over, Case. You're perfectly capable of doing it without me asking."


  "Maybe so…" Casey shrugged and glanced at Jared. There was a wicked beam in his eyes, the chocolate brown shade turned into dark deepness and the intensity sent shivers up and down Jared's spine. Casey tilted his head, swirling his spoon in the box before bringing it up. Jared saw the lump of ice cream sliding lower towards the metallic tip before it dropped, hitting his skin below his pecs. The cold against his warm skin made his twitch, but not because of dislike. On the contrary; he tensed his muscles when Casey leaned closer, bending lower and licking the ice cream from Jared's skin. "I won't roll over this time, though."


  "No?"


  "Na-a," Casey smirked. Another drop and another lick, and Jared was close to forgetting he was even tied. Yes, he liked ice cream while served from his body, because Casey took it all in just as self-indulging as ever; slowly, enjoying the taste and the texture. His tongue was hot on Jared's skin, wet and slick, sending all kinds of nice and provoking vibes through Jared's body. And those little massaging movements he kept making with his hips were really turning into rocking, not so tender anymore.


  "But if you want something, you gotta ask nicely, remember?"


  "Uhum." Clearly all Jared could get out now as another tiny lump of ice cream splashed against his chest, straight against his right nipple. Casey stretched the impact with holding back, letting the ice cream melt some more and slide down against Jared's skin before he leaned down and licked his way higher, until his tongue reached the nipple, and he sucked it right in. The combination of cold ice cream and hot mouth colliding in his mouth, straight against Jared's nipple.


  The best bad idea ever.


  Ask nicely? Jared wasn't sure if he could ask, period. Forming words right now seemed like an impossible task, when Casey pulled back, sucking on his nipple, biting his teeth around it to stretch the tender spot before releasing. He dipped his finger in the ice cream and then drew vague lines over Jared's skin, licking his creations off after every stroke. And all the while his buttocks were grinding Jared's groin, his shaft getting rubbed real good.


  "Casey…" Just that, nothing else coming out when Casey moved to the other nipple, the box forgotten now and just the touch of wet tongue and hot mouth bringing up sensations. "Yes?"


  "Ah… nothing. Just Casey." Jared waited for the next touch, dreaded it, because he was beyond pleading. He never asked for anything, and right now, he was afraid he might be forced to do just that. There was something different about Casey. They'd played around with food before, with ropes; even occasionally did the power-switch thing which was nice but Jared could definitely live without it. But the way Casey moved was different. The way he touched Jared, the way his eyes gazed and the way his body pressed against the man beneath him. More aware, more strength, more power. More determined, more willing. Just going for it, not thinking if he could or if he even should. No holding back. Not giving a shit. And still caring so much it made Jared's heart ache.


  Casey pushed the box on the nightstand while his other hand pushed against the side of Jared's hip. Fingers spread on his skin, digging in just enough for it to be more than just a casual stroke. Jared swallowed when he saw Casey glance up at him, grinning with a devious shine in his eyes before he sank his teeth into Jared's skin, biting hard enough to leave marks lasting for days.


  Jared moaned. Hard. His eyes went shut with his head thrown as far back as he could, and all he managed to do was gasp when Casey moved his hand to the center, fingertips barely brushing the length of his shaft.


  "Oh … fuck."


  Casey lapped his tongue across the sore markings on Jared's skin, slowly circling round and round, and while his fingers stroked the skin next to Jared's cock, almost touching but not quite.


  Fucking tease.


  "Casey…"


  "Yes, Jared?" Oh, hell. Jared breathed deep, forcing himself to stay in place when Casey made another attack against his nervous system with teeth against tender skin. It all went from hot to boiling in a fracture of a second when Casey scratched his short nails against the skin just inches away from Jared's shaft.


  "Oh shit…. just– ah– damn… you…"


  "Now ask nicely." Like hell he would. But then Casey licked his nipple, biting with his teeth again and Jared couldn't fight the urge of his own body.


  "Touch me."


  "I am touching you."


  "Touch me."


  "Oh…" Casey smirked, his fingers stroking closer to Jared's shaft in sow circles before his hand was close enough and his fingers closed around Jared. "Like this?"


  "Just… like that." One stroke and Jared was panting. Casey put in every piece of talent he had, and he had plenty. Jared hadn't been lying when he'd said there was no one even close to Casey. Not in any way. The way Casey held him was irreplaceable; so gently and still so tightly, securing his hardness inside his fist like it might break if he let go of it. And Jared really hated the thought of Casey letting go now.


  There was a tiny twist after every stroke, Jared's pre-cum slickening Casey's hand, and while the hand made Jared's mind turn into a blur, those lips and that mouth against his chest made his skin shiver. So fucking good. And in his head that mouth got transformed into something more severe, like it was the one spot in the world where he wanted to get into. Right now. Immediately, desperately now that Casey slid a little lower, kissing his way down against Jared's body. But he stopped before he went low enough, and Jared twitched when the pressure in his balls grew tighter.


  "You're really gonna make me do this, aren't you?"


  "Do what?" Casey asked, all innocent and unaware of the havoc inside Jared. But there was a bulge that got rubbed against Jared every time Casey moved, and that bulge was getting bigger and bigger the longer Casey teased.


  "Beg."


  "Would you?" Casey asked and glanced up at Jared. He looked so god damned pleased with himself that Jared wanted to flip him over and dive right in. But of course he couldn't, since he was still bound. And of course he wouldn't, because the way he had plain-out used Casey's body the previous night must've left Casey 'assets' sore and tender. Rough and hard was something they did all the time. Violent was what they'd been close to the night before, and though Jared hadn't heard one word of complaint from Casey, he knew there had been no need for the force he'd used throughout the night. So no diving in. Not now, at least.


  "I might just have to," Jared muttered and winced when Casey squeezed the tip of his cock. Yes, definitely would have to.


  "Take it in."


  "Take what in?"


  "Shit… you want me to get articulate? Take my cock inside your mouth, Case, before I explode."


  Very discreet.


  Casey smiled and went lower, and the view Jared got when the hold on his shaft got released and his flesh sprung free, hitting Casey's cheek with his tip all glistering and swollen, was almost enough to send him over the edge. Casey nudged his face against Jared's skin, his cheek stroking the shaft, his eyes firmly on Jared's. "You know I love to suck you, don't you?"¨


  "Yeah… I know." And he most definitely did. Jared liked to be sucked, and Casey was one for the task. Sometimes Jared thought if he should just pass the whole penetration progress, since Casey seemed to be just fine and content with blowjobs. At times he was even a little disappointed if he was cut short while working, but then every time Jared took his handsome man, Casey whimpered like he'd gone to heaven. Whispering things like 'so good' and 'please, fuck me harder', and for a moment Jared forgot about any oral-activity. But he couldn't forget it now, completely unable to think of anything else, of anything at all. When Casey swirled his tongue around the head of Jared's shaft, indulging himself with Jared's pre-cum before dipping his head, going lower and lower, taking all in, until his lips closed around the base and squeezed the holy life out of Jared.


  Jared was sure he said something, or at least babbled some words that were meant to be understood, but he couldn't even make sense of them himself. His eyes rolled in his head, arms pulled against the ropes and his whole body jerked up from the bed. Dear god… how the hell did Casey manage to breathe while doing that? No gasps for air, no dives to the surface. Just a mouth full of hard flesh and a suction lasting forever, almost hurting but in a good way and Jared had to concentrate to be able to take a shaky breath. More, more and more, he wanted more. And still he wanted Casey to stop, because he might just die now that he was tied down and unable to move on like he wanted to.


  "Case." Just a strangled moan, nothing more. And it had no impact on the man between his legs. It was as if Casey hadn't heard anything, pushing his other hand around Jared's balls, rubbing and stretching, pushing and pressing, turning Jared into a shivering pile of meat. He could only look at what was happening to him, at what Casey was so perfectly accomplishing.


  Ask nicely.


  All Jared managed to do was spat out one word, a blurry stutter really, but Casey heard it, picking himself up a little before lowering his head, slowly, so agonizingly slow his movements were almost still.


  Deeper.


  Jared felt his cock reach the back of Casey's throat, that mouth still somehow managing to suck, and there wasn't even a hint of choking or coughing. Just one movement back up, just as slow, before Casey sucked him in again, turning Jared in to a beloved slave without a chance of ever returning to his normal self. Nope, no way back. And the longer Casey kept at it, still deliberately teasing and straining, Jared forgot all about freedom and free will. His reality existed only in that bed, only in that mouth around him, only in that man against him. Everything else was gone and forgotten.


  The tingling underneath Jared's shaft was turning from pleasantly warm to painfully sharp, a little shock of pleasure shooting up against his cock, and Jared had to force himself not to push inside Casey's mouth. Not his job to do, not this time. But he still had his eyes directed lower, into the view created by a lean body and toffee-brown hair and bright eyes still looking up at him, and what he saw made the shocks tingle a little faster.


  "Case… almost– oh hell– make me come," Jared gasped. Yes, almost pleading, but he couldn't have cared less. He could come like this, and Casey could drag it on till forever but Jared really, really needed to come now, afraid his cock might explode and break into pieces. And he saw a quick flash of a smile in Casey's opened lips, before the man between his legs propped himself up against his elbows and literally forced Jared deeper. There was this little thing Casey sometimes did with his tongue while taking all of Jared in, the length and the balls, and that little thing drove Jared insane. Tickling, licking, rubbing the skin beneath his testicles, and how the hell Casey was able to do this while having his mouth stuffed, Jared had no idea. But he didn't care, because as soon as Casey did, Jared felt the tension release and he spilled straight into Casey's throat. His back arched as high as it could, arms pulling though there was no way for him to get out of the ropes around his wrists. Fingers curled into fists, mouth open and eyes shut. Moaning, whimpering, coming and still coming, and he was sure Casey would just suck him dry, take every single drop of liquid in his body. So good. So incredibly good and perfect and once-in-a-lifetime kind of pleasure Jared just couldn't get enough of.


  He was still moaning when Casey pulled back, slowly licking the surface of Jared's tender flesh before pushing himself up and back on top of Jared. Sliding higher and higher, skin on skin, until they were faced to face and Jared smelled his own sperm on Casey's breath, salty and twisted, before Casey kissed him. Another one of those slow, devouring kisses Casey loved so much and Jared had learned to master, since he really was helplessly in need of pleasing his man.


  "Just to make sure…" Jared muttered when Casey pulled back, eyes still shut but his mind slowly coming to. "Was that my birthday present for you, or your early birthday present for me?"


  "You get to pick," Casey replied. He lay on top of Jared and Jared could feel fingers stroking his hands, probably making sure his circulation still worked properly. And since Casey left the ropes un-touched, there was probably nothing wrong with the temperature of Jared's skin. He opened his eyes, blinking, and focused his vision on Casey.


  "I'd take either one. That was… wow," Jared breathed and felt very pleased with himself when he saw Casey blushing.


  "Glad you liked it… 'Cos I'm not done with you," Casey said and sat up again. His weight on Jared's hips was a little too much for his softened and tender manhood to bear, but Jared didn't complain; seeing Casey like he was now, happy and smiling, was worth every slightly uncomfortable touch on his hips. Casey reached his hand for the ice cream box and glanced at Jared.


  "So…" he said and stirred the melted white mess in the box with his spoon. "Think you're up for round two anytime soon?"


  ****


  When Casey woke up, he immediately knew he was alone in his bed. There was a wave of disappointment washing through him before he heard muffled sounds from the living room. A low bang and then some rustling and then it went quiet again. He turned on his back and sat up, pushing aside the blankets and slowly eyeing the room; Jared's shirt was tossed on the bed, his keys and wallet and phone on the nightstand on the other side of the bed. Casey rubbed his face, smiling and placed his feet on the floor. His throat was sore, like he'd had sandpaper for dinner, but he really had no one else to blame for it but himself. He quickly glanced at the knobs on both ends of the headboard; the ropes were still there. He'd hardly had enough time to untie Jared's other wrist before the man had yanked open the other rope and flipped Casey on his back. And though there had been force in that movement, everything that had followed, had been sweet and gentle and so inconceivable good, Casey felt like he was walking on clouds when he stood up and went to his closet to get a pair of pajama pants to cover his nakedness before he joined the man lounging in his living room.


  Jared reclined on the couch, his back against the armrest and an open bag of chocolate candies on top of his stomach, and the smile he wore when he saw Casey was enough to flush Casey from head to toes.


  "Hey you…" Jared murmured and followed Casey with his eyes as Casey went closer, quickly glancing at the TV before he sat on the couch next to Jared. "Did I wake you?"


  "No… I didn't hear you at first," Casey said. He frowned while looking at the TV screen. Jared had one of those 'film noir'-movies on, ones Casey couldn't stand watching without getting sleepy.


  "You thought I'd left, didn't you?"


  Casey looked at Jared but there was no accusation in that face or in that voice. And wasn't that exactly what he'd thought?


  "Yeah… I guess I did," he shrugged. Jared was quiet for a while before he picked a couple of chocolate covered peanuts from the bag and tossed the rest on the coffee table.


  "Come here," Jared said and spread his long legs to make room for Casey. And Casey went with it, curling against Jared and enjoying the warmth of Jared's body.


  "I guess I can't exactly blame you… I haven't stayed over much, have I?"


  "No."


  "Right… Well, I'll promise to shake off the bad habit, okay?" Jared said and Casey could hear him crunching the candies. Jared always whined about Casey's fixation for ice cream, the fact that he ate too much of it and spent too much money on it, but at least he didn't live off on chocolate like Jared did. Which was why Casey had stocked his kitchen cabinets with candies he'd never eat himself. All there just for Jared. And now that he thought about it, the few times he'd actually been over to Jared's, spent the night there, the freezer had been stacked with ice cream boxes just like his shelves were filled with chocolate bars and bags of candy.


  "Okay," Casey nodded and turned to look at the TV. The woman in the scene looked like a zombie. Honestly. Her hair was blacker than black and her skin looked as white as snow. Casey did in fact realize it was a black and white movie, but how the hell did they manage to make them all look like they were corpses?


  "I don't know how you can watch this…"


  "Kinda like I don't know how you can watch some sitcom over and over again. Makes no sense."


  "At least while watching stupid jokes through the TV I don't have to expand my brain just to understand what I'm watching," Casey said and tucked tighter against Jared. Arms wrapped around him and Jared slid them both a little lower on the couch.


  "Well… This isn't really science, you know… You see the shadows on her face? How the absence of light melts the features and depth on the other side of her body?"


  "What depth?" Casey snorted. "She's as two dimensional as she could get."


  "You're looking at it wrong."


  "No… the 'wrong' is that I'm even looking," Casey argued, but he knew he was smiling, and he knew Jared was too. When was the last time they'd laid on the couch, bickering in the middle of the night about something completely irrelevant? Never. That's when. And it felt good. Normal. Casual.


  "Besides… She really needs some added vitamins in her diet. She looks anemic."


  "I'm not gonna explain to you why she's painted white… you'd call me a boring nuts anyways."


  "I like boring nuts," Casey mumbled, definitely honest to his word, but he was already yawning as expected. "You say my evenings are boring? I can't watch this for five minutes without already napping."


  Jared chuckled and tucked Casey a little closer. His breath was warm against Casey's bare shoulder when he leaned a little closer. "You can sleep here… I'll wake you when I get horny again."


  Casey smirked but his eyes were shut already. And he could only barely feel the soft kiss Jared pressed against his temple, before he was already asleep.


  


  THE END
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  AN ANGEL'S SOUL


  by S.L. Armstrong & K. Piet


  Raziel frowned as he paced his ward's living room. How many times was Cole going to do this to himself? His wings fluttered with worry as he watched Cole kick back another glass of the very expensive—and very potent—booze. This had become a dangerous and nightly ritual for Cole, and Raziel wasn't quite certain how to alter Cole's course. It was his job, right? Put his charge's feet on the right path and guide them from beginning to end. He'd been doing just that for the last fifteen hundred years.


  Which led him to the unnerving question of why was he having such a difficult time of it now?


  Cole leaned back on the couch, his eyes drooping and clouded from the alcohol. He picked up a framed photograph and stared at it for a long time before he threw it across the room. The glass shattered as it hit the hard wood of the bar. Cole didn't bother with a glass at this point. He picked up the bottle and began to drink in earnest. Raziel's wings fluttered again. This wasn't right. It was Daniel who should be drinking, should be heartbroken, not Cole.


  Daniel. He'd been the start of this whole mess. Sweet, mind-mannered Daniel who had stood beside Cole through their years at Dartmouth. Considerate Daniel, who had loved Cole even when they barely had two pennies to scrape together. Daniel, who had been the ideal partner for Cole in every respect. Their families had adored each other, supported both Cole and Daniel. Everything had been theirs as Cole shot up the corporate ladder. Everything awaited them.


  Selfish Daniel who couldn't keep it in his trousers. Vicious Daniel who had done everything he could to shift the blame of the infidelity onto Cole. Cole's late nights. Cole's business trips. Cole starting his own business. Cole's success. Daniel had claimed Cole took him for granted, and Raziel had to admit that, yes, maybe, just a little, but Daniel's betrayal...


  Raziel crouched in front of Cole, resting his hands on Cole's knees. Cole couldn't see him. None of his wards had ever been able to see him. He'd never wanted to be seen, but now... now he wanted to be seen. He wanted to touch. He wanted to soothe. He loved Cole. Raziel loved Cole in a way that was forbidden and new and thrilling and frightening. He wanted to wipe the pain from Cole's eyes and ease his soul's burden, but that was not his place.


  His place was to watch. To guide silently.


  "I'm sorry," Raziel whispered. "I'm so sorry, Cole. I just don't know how to put your feet on the right path, away from Daniel."


  Daniel wasn't coming back, but Cole hoped. Raziel knew Cole hoped. Daniel had been the love of Cole's life, even if Cole hadn't been Daniel's. Cole's heartbreak was Raziel's, and Raziel didn't know how to patch it all together. All he knew was that Cole now walked a dark path. Alcohol and anguish and fury. He didn't know how to fix it, but he knew he had to. Somehow, he had to find a way, or he would lose Cole forever.


  ****


  "Daniel," Cole murmured into the phone. "Come home; we can fix this." How many times had he said that over the last three months? Even to his own ears he sounded pathetic. "I love you."


  Daniel sighed on the other end of the line. "Cole, stop calling. Let this end before we really hate each other."


  "I'd never hate you," he insisted. "Never."


  "I have to go." Daniel's voice was tight. "It's over. I'm sorry it's ended the way it has, and it hurts me, too, to see the last ten years end like this, but it's done. While you moved up, I moved on, and it's time to just... just stop."


  "Daniel—"


  "Goodbye, Cole."


  The line went dead. Cole slammed the phone down, his chest aching with such intensity, he wondered how the fuck he survived. He stumbled over to the bar and yanked one of the bottles of vodka out of the cooler. Just stop? How do you just stop loving someone? That was what he needed to know. Because despite Daniel fucking around on him with a number of men before settling on Lindsey, Cole still loved him. He still loved him, wanted him, and needed him, and Daniel... Daniel had moved on.


  He knew calling again would just get him another clipped reply followed by the dial tone, but if he could get Daniel back on the line, he'd ask him how to stop loving. Daniel obviously had some practice, and he wanted to throw it in Daniel's face almost as much as he wanted to beg Daniel, yet again, to come back. It was useless, though. If he kept calling, it would only force Daniel to change his phone number or send Lindsey after him. He had no idea what attracted Daniel to the stupid lug, but he knew that stupid lug could beat the shit out of him. It just added more fuel to the anger, the hurt, the damn helplessness that made him take a long, burning swig of vodka straight from the bottle.


  Vodka wasn't enough, though. It had been the first few nights, maybe even the first week, if he was generous, but every failed attempt to get Daniel to come back seemed to dampen the effect. He had to do something about it. He had to get away from his heart, from the work he'd poured so much of his life into, work that now felt hollow and worthless. It wasn't worth staying sober, and if alcohol wasn't doing the trick, then he knew exactly who to call.


  It took three tries to dial the right numbers on the phone, but when he was certain the sequence on the screen was right, he pressed the plastic to his ear and waited until there was a voice on the other end of the line.


  "Boss? It's nearly two in the morning. If this isn't insanely important, I'm hanging up and going back to sleep."


  "Shut up, Rob," Cole all but snapped, squeezing his eyes shut before taking another swig of vodka to bolster his courage. "That drug you took that night we took off to party on the business trip. You remember the trip I'm talking about, right?"


  There was silence for a few seconds, and then Rob slowly, hesitantly drew out the response. "Yeah..."


  "I want you to get some of it for me. None of that shitty stuff you can get on the street corners that's cut with who knows what, but the pure stuff. Whatever you shell out, I'll pay you double for." Cole knew that was a damn good offer, and it kept his hands clean to use Rob as a middleman. At least that's what he told himself as he waited out another silence with yet another swallow of alcohol.


  "It'll take me a few days, boss, but I'll get you what you want."


  The words were careful and hushed, and he wondered for a moment if Rob's wife had woken up next to him and started listening in. He wondered if she knew her husband had connections with drug dealers. Or was she completely clueless, just like he'd been about Daniel's cheating? He almost laughed. Let her keep her delusion. Better to see what one wanted to see rather than the ugly truth. "Good," he finally said into the phone. "Call me when you have it."


  He hung up after another gulp of vodka, not even bothering to set the phone back into its charger. He let it fall to the floor as he tipped the bottle higher, and the sound of it clattering against the expensive hardwood panels seemed to echo as his head swam, all his problems drowning in a sea of booze and drunken forgetfulness.


  ****


  "Cole, stop this!" Raziel paced back and forth in front of Cole's desk in his home office. "It's crazy. Crazy! You'll kill yourself. You don't want to die." He stopped and turned to face Cole, who was intently cutting cocaine and setting it into neat lines. "You don't even know what you're doing! Couldn't you have at least asked Rob to show you how to use the stuff?"


  But Cole couldn't hear him. Cole had never heard him. The alcohol, the cigarettes, and now cocaine. He growled and slammed his hands down on the polished surface of Cole's desk. "Daniel isn't worth this! Cole..." Cole rolled up a fifty-dollar bill, took a swig from the whiskey bottle, and then set the edge of the rolled up bill to one of the lines of white powder. Raziel thought he would weep as he whispered, "Please, Cole."


  Cole ran the bill up the line, inhaling sharply, and then sat back, sniffling, rubbing his nose with his fingers. Suddenly, Cole laughed, staring up at the ceiling, and flailed for the whiskey. He missed the bottle, and it fell, crashing onto the floor, the glass shattering, the booze spattering everywhere. Cole blinked and leaned forward, putting the rolled up bill against the next line... and the next... and the next. After a moment, he stood up, stumbled, and fell onto the rug over the hardwood floor. His laughter broke Raziel's heart.


  Raziel knelt on the floor beside Cole, stroking his hair back from his sweaty face. His wings fluttered, and he chirped softly, worry twisting his stomach. Cole didn't look well, and the glassy expression in his eyes pulled at Raziel. Something wasn't right. Cocaine and alcohol, he was almost certain, shouldn't be mixed. This wasn't his precious charge. Cole was intelligent, beautiful, kind... not an embittered alcoholic ready to piss away his money on drugs!


  "Cole!" Raziel had never wanted to be visible like he did now. He could feel something tenuous in Cole fluttering, the connection between them fading in and out. Cole was dying. Raziel's wings fluttered again as panic set in. "Cole! Don't! I can't... there's no one I can call! No one can see me! Cole, please... you're... you aren't supposed to die yet..."


  Cole wasn't listening, though, and that connection started growing dimmer. Raziel looked up to the heavens through the ceiling, whispering a prayer. He couldn't do anything to help Cole. Interfering with life and death was strictly forbidden. When a charge refused to follow the direction of their guardian angel, the angel was never allowed to take matters into their own hands. God had granted the humans free will, and while they could work their influence, whisper advice into their minds, they couldn't force their own wills or the will of the Divine onto them.


  The connection flickered like a flame, growing dimmer and dimmer. Oh, God, it was almost out! Raziel chirped again, his wings extending. He couldn't let this happen. He couldn't! Cole was the only charge he had ever felt so much for. From beginning to end, he'd loved Cole. Loved him! It went beyond any ward before. That love was deep, terrible, and now Cole's life flickered. He couldn't lose all he felt, couldn't lose Cole. If he only had time, only had the chance to speak to Cole, to be heard by him. But there was no chance for him to speak to ears that would listen. If he didn't act... In a split second, he made up his mind. He was out of time.


  He squeezed his eyes shut and pressed his hands to Cole's chest. He'd do anything to save Cole. He'd endure any punishment the archangels demanded and face God's wrath if he had to, but Cole would live. The power was inside him to purify, to wield the divine fire. He had used it in the past to cleanse his charges' souls right before he accompanied them up to heaven to be fully judged. It was power only used after death, but he needed it now, before that thread of their connection severed forever.


  A bright glow emitted from his hands, growing stronger and stronger until it completely enveloped Cole. Inside, he felt the burn of fire, but it was familiar to him, the small part of the Divine that he always carried inside him. It was that little piece of Heaven God had entrusted to him, and he used it now to eradicate the alcohol, the cocaine, even the hints of tar that had collected in Cole's lungs from the cigarettes.


  It left Cole pure, untouched by any of the toxins he had forced into his body throughout his life. He could sense the wholeness of Cole, and the connection between them flared brightly, reassuring him before the power left him in a rush. His wings drooped, and he chirped weakly, his voice trilling as he panted, "Cole..."


  Raziel felt his arms give out beneath him, and he faltered, his wings flapping in an uncoordinated effort to move him off Cole's still form. He'd never felt so tired, so weak, and while the connection to Cole was strong again, he felt the rest of the world slipping away. Everything blurred around him, and before he could manage to gasp another prayer, the world went black, and he felt himself falling into nothingness.


  ****


  Cole groaned as he shifted on the floor, a beam of sunlight across his face. His back and head hurt, his muscles stiff. What the hell had happened? He slowly sat up and rubbed his face with his hands. Rob. Rob had brought him some coke. Had he overdosed? Or had he just passed out? If he'd overdosed, wouldn't he be dead? Maybe he was dead and this was Heaven. Or Hell. He didn't much like the idea of Hell being his apartment, which smelled of stale cigarettes and booze.


  He looked around, noting the shattered whiskey bottle and the angel asleep beside—


  Angel?


  Cole stared at the naked creature beside him with massive white wings. That was an angel. Angels weren't real, though. He rubbed his eyes again, but when he opened them once more, the angel was still there. Maybe there had been something in the coke. Maybe Rob hadn't gotten the good stuff after all. He reached out and ran his fingers along the feathers. Christ, he'd never felt anything so soft! The wing shivered under his touch, but the angel didn't move.


  It was real. The angel. Was real. Angel. In his apartment. Maybe that was why he wasn't dead. He brushed the angel's blond hair back from the perfect, beautiful face. Male. He had an unconscious, gorgeous, male angel sprawled on his office floor, and his mind didn't quite believe it. Cole cleared his throat and gave the angel's shoulder a little nudge.


  "E-Excuse me," Cole murmured, his voice rough. "Hello?" A pained flutter of a sound escaped the angel, and he hesitated to touch again. He didn't see any wounds on the angel, but maybe his touch was a little too hard. He swallowed thickly and, as gently as possible, pet over the blond hair and the feathers. "Are you all right? Come on. Wake up."


  The wings shifted, and another of those bird-like sounds twittered from the angel, followed by a soft moan. Cole's heart jumped up into his throat, and he scrambled back a little, dodging the feathers of one wing as it lifted and flapped. A sudden pain jolted up through his hand, and he cursed under his breath. He'd forgotten about the broken glass, and now he was paying for it. The cut wasn't too terribly deep, but it stung like a motherfucker, and he cradled his hand against him.


  "Cole..."


  Cole's eyes widened, and he tilted his head, looking around the arched wing to the angel's face. He watched as the angel's pale lashes fluttered, and when they lifted, he glimpsed blue eyes brighter than any he'd ever seen. How did this angel know his name? He fought against a rising panic, against thoughts that maybe this angel was here to bring him his death. But then, if that were the case, wouldn't the angel have had a more dramatic appearance? That's how it always was in the movies; ominous mists and beams of light from above were a lot more intimidating than an angel passed out on his office floor. Still, he felt as if the world was about to drop out from underneath him. Getting his voice to work was a challenge, but he finally managed to choke out, "Who are you?"


  The wings around him twitched, and he froze in place as the angel frowned and pushed himself up onto his outstretched arms. Their eyes met, and he stared, feeling as if he could drown in the depths of those eyes if he allowed himself. "You can see me?"


  The angel's voice was musical, and Cole's heart trembled oddly at the sound of it. He nodded in answer to the question. "You're an angel." That was stating the obvious. He shook his head and tried again. "Why are you here?"


  A smile as bright as the sun itself unfurled on the angel's face. "You're alive."


  Cole couldn't look away from that smile. "Am... I not supposed to be?"


  The angel slowly sat up, his wings fluttering, and the smile faded, replaced by such sadness that Cole's heart ached to see it. "How could you be so careless?" the angel asked. "Drinking, smoking, and then drugs? I've been at your side since you were born, and the one time I needed you to hear me, you were deaf to my voice." Tears gathered in the bright eyes. "Daniel isn't worth your life."


  The reminder of Daniel brought up every angry and heartbroken emotion in Cole. "Daniel was my life. Everything I did was to give him anything... everything."


  "But he wanted you. He didn't need a highrise apartment and limitless credit cards and expensive clothes. He needed you, and you weren't here for him." The angel reached out, grabbed Cole's bleeding hand, and worked the glass out of his palm. "Daniel has found someone who needs him as much as he needs them. It's time for you to find a new purpose."


  Cole blinked and looked down at his hand, the pain gone. He stared at his palm. The glass was out and the wound healed, only a sliver of a scar left. He eyes sought the angel's. "Who are you?" he whispered.


  "I'm your guardian angel." The angel's wings shivered. "My name is Raziel, and I am going to be in such trouble for saving you."


  "If you're my guardian angel, aren't you supposed to save me?"


  That sadness returned to Raziel's eyes. "I'm not supposed to upset the balance of life and death. But I couldn't let you die. I couldn't."


  "So... you broke the rules. For me." Cole tilted his head, the flesh of his wrist where Raziel touched tingling. "Why?"


  Raziel withdrew his touch, a light flush coloring his alabaster cheeks. "I love you."


  That took a moment to sink in, and Cole shifted awkwardly. An angel loved him? This was like some crazy dream, waking up from a really bad hit on the head and an O.D. to be greeted by his own personal angel. It didn't make sense. Except for the part where he really did take too much of everything and had probably needed help. There was glass everywhere from a shattered bottle, and a quick glance over showed that he had snorted all those lines of cocaine. He didn't feel as though he had any alcohol or drugs in his system at all. It was unsettling to say the least, but it did make sense, and that scared him. Was he supposed to keep talking to the angel or admit that he was having some kind of psychotic break?


  "You have a lot of questions," Raziel murmured, "but it's real. I'm real."


  The angel had at least one thing right: the questions probably wouldn't stop anytime soon. He had to get his bearings, get a grip! He ran his hands through his hair, not feeling any pain from the scar where he'd just cut himself. He had to start somewhere, and with every other option sounding ridiculous to his mind, he let himself just believe it was all real. If all Raziel said was true, then it made his first question simple. "Is that... normal for guardian angels? To love their humans?"


  Raziel curled one wing in closer and picked at a couple of the feathers, looking up bashfully through blond hair. "Not the way I love you. What I feel is deeper than what most angels feel for their charges."


  Cole wasn't sure why satisfaction rolled through him, making his gut feel warm and settled instead of twisted in knots. It loosened his tongue, made it easier to organize his thoughts. "Why am I not freaking out? I should be losing it, seeing an angel on my office floor, but I feel... better."


  Raziel chirped and let go of his wing so it could flutter. "Because you know who I am. Somewhere inside, you already know me. You've heard my voice inside you sometimes, that little voice that tells you to turn away from darkness and take a different path, even if it isn't the easy road to follow."


  It was Cole's turn to flush. He knew that voice, all right. "I've rarely listened to you."


  A flap of Raziel's wings puffed a gust of wind through Cole's hair. "I know. You should more often. I try to help."


  Cole managed to get up onto his feet. He expected the world to swim, for his head to pound, but neither happened. But, his mouth did feel like something had died in it. He thought about making a Bloody Mary, but Raziel's wings fluttered, his brow furrowing. "You know what I was just thinking about doing," Cole murmured.


  "The alcohol won't help anything." Raziel sighed. "I understand your heart hurts. Daniel meant so much to you. His betrayal hurts. Let it hurt, Cole. You need to mourn his loss, but you also need to let him go."


  Pain stung through Cole. "He might come back."


  Raziel shook his head a little. "No. Daniel has put his feet on a new path, and it leads away from you. You must find your path now. You won't walk it alone." He smiled. "I'll walk it with you."


  Cole walked over and helped Raziel to his feet, and his cheeks darkened a little as his eyes took in the sight of Raziel's body. Naked body. He licked his lips. "Are you going to go all invisible again?"


  "I... don't know." Raziel looked around himself. "I shouldn't be visible now. I've never been visible to a human before."


  "Is it just me? Can anyone else see you?" Cole asked with a frown.


  Raziel's cheeks pinked, and the color just made him all the more handsome. "Again, I don't know. I'm your guardian angel, no other's. If your maid were to walk in right now, I can't say for sure that she would or wouldn't see me like you do."


  Cole sighed. His own guardian angel, and now he was stuck with it. This had to be some sort of cruel joke, some play of the cosmos giving him a dose of his own medicine. Hadn't he suffered enough? He'd already been through the worst break-up in his life, and now there was an angel standing in front of him, probably about to knock shit over with those huge, beautiful wings. Cole squeezed his eyes shut against the strange moment of attraction and crossed over to his bar. When he paused and simply reached for the decanter of water, he heard Raziel chirp approval at him. The sound didn't help the odd twisting and churning inside him.


  The water went down smoothly, though it didn't have the effect he would have preferred from a good, stiff drink. He looked over at Raziel, who watched him with a smile, his wings fluttering and folding in close to his nude body. Cole couldn't help but scowl. He was going to be guilt-tripped out of every form of comfort he had. No booze, no cigarettes, no drugs, just some angel who could read his thoughts and pretended to know what it was like to have his heart ripped from his chest by the person he loved most.


  Cole clenched his jaw and went back to cleaning up the mess from the night before. His maid didn't need this kind of headache first thing in the morning, and the fewer people who knew he'd O.D.ed and passed out on the floor, the better. His head began to ache, the first sign that anything at all was wrong with him, but it was nothing compared to the hurt that still raged in his heart. He would have chosen oblivion over this, but it seemed the Big Man Upstairs wasn't listening.


  ****


  Frowning, Raziel looked around the meeting room Cole dominated. The men and women around the table had their eyes focused on Cole and what Cole was saying. Raziel didn't understand a lot of it. Something to do with apps and Facebook and dating services and things that Raziel couldn't fully grasp. That was all right. He wasn't here to learn more about Cole's job. His ward had founded his own company at twenty-five, become a millionaire, and had everything he could want materially. Material things, though, wouldn't fill the void left by Daniel.


  Raziel walked around the room, his wings fluttering. The men and women couldn't see him. Cole's eyes occasionally glanced his way, so Cole could still see him, but his employees couldn't. It was strange. It didn't make any sense to Raziel. Why could Cole see him? Had saving his life altered the veil between ward and angel? He'd never heard of that happening. Then again, he hadn't heard of many angels doing what he'd done. Most angels loved their charges, but they didn't love them. Not like Raziel loved Cole. His heart fluttered in his chest as his eyes were drawn to Cole.


  Strong. Beautiful. Broken. Cole drew him in time and again, made him wish for things an angel should never wish for. A kiss. A touch. A sweetly whispered word. To be pressed into the sheets as Cole used to press Daniel, to know the pleasures Cole and Daniel had known together... Raziel flushed and looked away from Cole, stared out the highrise's tinted windows over the city. It was cold outside, and Raziel shivered. To love one's ward was encouraged. To be in love with one's ward was forbidden. But he couldn't help what his heart wanted. He closed his eyes against the misty, gray landscape outside the window and twittered softly to himself.


  A touch to his shoulder sent him spinning, his wings flaring out as he came face to face with Cole. The room was empty, the blinds between room and hall drawn. Where had everyone gone? Had he been so lost in his thoughts he'd missed the end of the meeting? God help him, he was becoming careless. "Cole."


  Cole's brow was furrowed slightly. "You seemed engrossed in the view."


  "Lost in thought," he whispered. "I apologize."


  "No news from on high, then? No orders or punishment or... anything?"


  Raziel fluttered his wings and shook his head. "No. It appears no one can see me except you, and whatever punishment is coming, it hasn't arrived yet."


  "This whole thing is fucked up," Cole muttered, leaning back against the edge of the conference table. "You deny me the escape from my pain, you are suddenly visible, and now I'm supposed to magically move on and find a new path?"


  It didn't sound positive at all when Cole said it in that tone, and Raziel felt his wings droop a little. He couldn't give up hope, though. He couldn't allow Cole's pain and pessimism to get in the way. Cole had to grieve, and maybe the anger was part of that. "At least now you don't have that pesky, gnawing need for those cigarettes," Raziel offered, trying to focus on the positive. The comment made Cole's eyebrow twitch, and the thought he glimpsed in Cole's mind made him laugh softly. "Smoking one just to spite me would only start blackening your lungs again. I prefer you clean and whole."


  Cole sighed and kicked aimlessly at the wheels of one of the rolling chairs tucked beneath the table. "You prefer me alive, too." Raziel whistled cheerfully at that, and the sound brought the smallest of smiles to Cole's face, which he decided was a very good reaction indeed. "Seems to me that your wants have a certain power. You wouldn't have been able to save me, otherwise. Just what else do you want?"


  "I only want you safe. Alive. Happy."


  "The first two you seem to have managed," Cole murmured, running his fingers through his hair. "Happy, though..."


  Raziel chirped softly. "Happy will come with time."


  "I was happy with Daniel."


  "No," Raziel murmured. "You weren't. For six months before he ended it, you suspected he was with someone else. You lied to yourself, just as he lied to you. You pretended to be happy in the hopes it would become the truth, but it didn't. It was a house of smoke and wishful thinking."


  Cole crossed his arms. "You really know how to make a man feel good about himself."


  Raziel tilted his head. "Is that what you wanted? More lies?"


  Slowly, Cole shook his head, his beautiful eyes focusing on Raziel. "I don't think you lie very well, anyway."


  "I don't see the purpose. It would only hurt you in the end. I... don't want to hurt you," Raziel said, his wings quivering a little. "I love you."


  "You keep saying that."


  Raziel smiled. "It's the truth."


  "You love me."


  "Yes. I love you enough to change the order of your life so you can live that life to its fullest," Raziel said, clasping his hands in front of him. Only when Cole was able to see him had he become more aware of his nakedness. "I didn't want to see all your potential lost because Daniel was selfish."


  Cole shoved off the conference table and came to stand just inches from Raziel. "Are angels selfish, too?"


  A flush stole across Raziel cheeks, and his eyes drifted down toward Cole's perfectly shaped mouth. He'd seen that mouth pressed to Daniel's lips countless times, caressing every part of the man's body. Raziel swallowed, eyes darting up to meet Cole's. "I was selfish to bring you back," he admitted. "I am not certain other angels share my flaw."


  "Flaw?"


  "Daniel's selfishness hurt you, as does mine. It's a flaw."


  A small smile tugged at Cole's mouth. "Maybe, in you, it isn't such a flaw."


  Raziel couldn't help it. The compliment brought a hesitant, sweet smile to his lips. "I love you," he said again. "It broke my heart to think of you dead and beyond my reach. Even if it is only for thirty or forty more years before you pass on to the fields that await humans, it's thirty or forty more years I am allowed to love you, be near you."


  "Such devotion." Cole's fingers stroked down Raziel's cheek after a moment's pause. "I don't deserve it."


  Raziel shivered, unable to look away from Cole's eyes. His voice was softer, a little breathless as he murmured, "Yes, you do. You deserve to find the one who will walk through life with you, always wishing for your happiness while supporting you through your trials and encouraging you to achieve your potential. If you search, I know you'll find that person, someone who is everything Daniel couldn't be for you."


  Cole leaned in just a little closer, and Raziel forgot to breathe. He could feel Cole's breath against his face, smell the mint of his toothpaste and the coffee he'd been nursing throughout the morning. Cole paused there, hovering so close to him, that little smile still curving his lips, and just when Raziel began to search for something else to say, Cole whispered, "Strange that I should have to search when I can find all those things in you."


  Raziel felt his heart leap in his chest, and he'd never wanted to kiss Cole more than in that moment. He arched his neck ever so slightly, yearning to press their lips together, but it wasn't proper. That thought kept him from closing the entire distance, even if he couldn't help but lean toward Cole. He was almost embarrassed by the spark of recognition he suddenly saw in Cole's dark eyes. Cole had read into his movement, could probably even read the desire on his face. He was too open. After so long being invisible, it had never occurred to him to learn how to school his features properly.


  His wings shifted as he began to right himself, but taking a step back was made impossible when Cole's fingers moved from his cheek back to cup the nape of his neck. His eyes widened at the intimate touch, and his skin prickled in the most wonderful, unusual way. He was right in the middle of a twittering sound when Cole closed in, pressing their lips together in a kiss so gentle, so chaste, that it left Raziel dizzy, like the floor gave way beneath his feet, sending him floating.


  Cole slowly pulled back, his breath teasing Raziel's wet lips. "Am I going to hell for lustful thoughts about an angel?"


  Raziel laughed, his wings shivering with the sound. "No."


  "Good."


  Cole drew him into another bout of kissing, and though Raziel knew he should stop it, should push Cole toward another human that could fulfill his needs, he found himself being selfish. He wanted Cole. He wanted these kisses, the taste of Cole on his tongue, and a chirping purr filled the air as he sagged against Cole, allowed him to kiss him until both their heads were spinning.


  ****


  Raziel perched on the foot of Cole's bed, watching his charge sleep. The kisses had continued throughout the day, stolen whenever Cole was alone with him. Returning to the apartment, he'd tried to give Cole space to think, but by the time Cole had eaten and showered, the kisses had resumed. Only kisses. Raziel brought his fingers to his lips and smiled. He could still feel and taste Cole's lips against his. The kisses had made his heart race and his body tighten in ways he'd not felt before. He wanted more. He wanted to know the sweaty pleasures he'd witnessed between Cole and Daniel in the past. Raziel didn't think Cole would love him as he'd loved Daniel, and just the thought made his wings droop.


  Cole shifted, and Raziel's focus came back to the present. He took a peek inside Cole's mind, and the flashes of thought and emotion made him chirp softly with concern. A nightmare. He hated when Cole had nightmares. It meant there was much going on in his soul that Cole was pushing away. It also meant there was little he could do to help. Cole would have to come to terms with Daniel's departure in his own time, of course, but he couldn't just bury everything inside indefinitely.


  Raziel leaned a little farther over the bed, closer to Cole, using his wings to balance him. "Oh, Cole," he whispered. "You have to grieve. You have to feel the pain so there can be room for future pleasure in your heart."


  A rumble of sound escaped Cole, and Raziel reached out, brushing the back of his hand tenderly over Cole's cheek and stubble. It was the touch he often gave when Cole was sleeping restlessly, and it had the usual effect of quieting him down, letting him relax in the sheets. Raziel smiled, the touch lingering perhaps a little longer than was necessary.


  He nearly fell off his perch when Cole's eyes fluttered open and locked blearily with his, and he jerked his hand back to steady himself on the foot of the bed frame, a little chirp of surprise leaving him. "Cole..."


  "Raziel? I was dreaming... and then you were there," Cole mumbled, his voice still gravely with sleep. The sleepy smile that came to Cole's lips made him blush a little. "I couldn't see you, but I knew it was you. Made everything better."


  "It was just a dream," Raziel insisted with a gentle flap of his wings. "You can go back to sleep now." Cole shook his head, and Raziel frowned when Cole reached out.


  "Come here."


  Raziel carefully unfolded his wings and legs, stepping from his perch down onto the softness of Cole's bed. "Is something wrong?" he murmured as he knelt atop the covers right next to Cole.


  "I just want you closer. You don't have to stay balanced on my footboard all night. I'd rather you be under the covers next to me." Cole lifted his head some, and Raziel's heart threatened to pound right out of his chest as he was drawn down into another kiss. How many times had he wanted Cole to wake up and kiss him just like this? He could count more times than he would feel comfortable admitting to any of his superiors in Heaven.


  One moment he was held in Cole's arms, moaning softly as Cole thoroughly kissed him, and the next he was beneath Cole, he wings pressed to bed and his thighs parted for Cole. Raziel twittered into the next bout of kissing, his body hardening against Cole's already erect sex. The moment Cole let him take a breath, he let loose a chirp and forced Cole's eyes to meet his. "What are we doing?" he whispered.


  Cole caressed his cheek. "Let me make love to you."


  Raziel's wings shivered under his back, and his fingers slid into Cole's hair. "You're sure? I mean, you're awake and know I'm... me, right?"


  A soft laugh puffed against Raziel's damp lips. "Yes, I know it's you," Cole murmured. "My guardian angel. Saved me from myself."


  "I love you," Raziel said, unable to help himself. It was the simple, honest truth. Somewhere along the line in his duty, he'd fallen in love with Cole.


  Cole brushed his hair back and smiled down at him. "I know," he said. "Maybe, in time, I'll be able to say it in return, but... not yet, Raziel."


  "When you're ready." Raziel rubbed himself against Cole. "If you're ready. For now, my love for you is enough."


  Then there was more kissing. Raziel thought he would be happy with just this, just the kissing and intimacy of their naked bodies. But, that wasn't what would make Cole happy. He felt Cole shifting atop him, reaching over, and then Cole broke the kiss with a curse. Raziel chuckled, tracing his finger along Cole's collarbones. "Problem?"


  "Just trying to be casual about reaching for the lube, and it's not where I left it."


  "It's in the second drawer down. You put it there last week after you spent time with yourself," Raziel offered helpfully.


  Cole lifted an eyebrow. "You watched?"


  A flush crept over Raziel's cheeks. "I watch everything, Cole."


  "Everything," Cole echoed, shaking his head and crawling a little to get into the drawer. "Waiting for something to go wrong? What's going to happen while I'm jacking off? Electrocution by prostate massager?"


  Worry rushed through Raziel, and his wings fluttered. "That can actually happen?"


  Cole laughed as he righted himself and pushed Raziel gently, but insistently, down to the sheets again. "No. Calm down. I was just making a joke."


  That brought a smile back to Raziel's lips, and warmth replaced the chill of worry. "Joking is good. You haven't joked since Robert began working for the firm six months ago. You only joke when you're happy and comfortable."


  The insight seemed to throw Cole off, but the color that came to Cole's cheeks made Raziel feel good. Only Daniel had ever been able to make Cole blush like that. Well, only Daniel and Cole's mother, but the latter hadn't happened in a couple decades, so he wasn't about to count it. Cole's voice was soft as he leaned down for another kiss, which Raziel gave eagerly. "You make me happy and comfortable, then. You also make me hard."


  "And that's something you want me to help you with?" Raziel twittered, unable to keep the hope and need from his voice as he shifted up against Cole.


  The way Cole ground their cocks together was answer enough, but the kisses didn't hurt, either. Raziel lost himself in the sensations, in the taste, the feel, the scent of Cole. When slick fingers found their way to the entrance of his body, he couldn't help but tense and grip Cole tightly with his hands and thighs until Cole pulled back with a panted, "You've never...?"


  "Never!" Raziel gasped.


  A slow smile curved Cole's lips. "Good to know now." He peppered soft kisses along Raziel's lips, cheeks, and throat. "We'll go slowly, hmm?"


  Raziel moaned as Cole's fingers began to circle that sensitive flesh between his cheeks, pressing inward gently, but insistently. His heart thudded in his ears, and he was soon returning each kiss Cole gave him, his fingers tangling in Cole's hair. When that first finger slid inside him, Raziel tensed, whimpered. "Cole..."


  "It's all right," Cole groaned. "I won't hurt you."


  "I know." Raziel knew, deep in his angelic soul, that Cole would never bring him harm. But, he remembered the first time Cole pushed his sex into Daniel's body, and discomfort seemed to be the price one paid for the pleasure promised. "I trust you."


  Cole smiled against Raziel's lips. "Why is it that I believe you so easily?"


  Raziel chirped, his wings shifting against the bedding. "Because you know I've been here your whole life. I know you. I know all of you, good and bad, and I still love you."


  "Why couldn't Daniel say that?" Cole whispered.


  Heartbreak filled Raziel, and he cupped Cole's cheek. "I'm sorry you hurt," he murmured, and he wanted to ask if Daniel would forever be between them, even when they made love. Perhaps the pain was in his eyes because Cole kissed him then, deep and passionate, and that finger within him began to move once more.


  The pain in his soul seemed to lessen with each strong thump of his heart as it began racing again. The newness of Cole's finger inside him banished any worries or misgivings from his mind. All Raziel could think of was the passion he could feel in each of Cole's movements. The strange discomfort began to morph into a deeper pleasure, and the sensation of fullness as Cole added a second finger was so intimate that he couldn't help but arch and cry out.


  He didn't understand the need to move with Cole, the intense need for more, but Cole seemed to read his heart in an instant. Cole left him breathless with kisses, and he couldn't make heads or tails of Cole's shifting until he caught sight of the knowing glint in Cole's eyes and felt the slick bluntness of Cole's sex prodding where the fingers had just left him. "Please," he panted up against Cole's lips, desperate for things he had seen but never felt.


  "Shh," Cole soothed, brushing Raziel's hair from his eyes. "Nice and slow, I promise."


  It was the moment Raziel had waited for. The moment he had allowed himself in his deepest, most secret fantasies. Cole's hand skated down his body, steadied him, and he stared into Cole's dark eyes as he felt Cole shift forward. His body stretched, opened, and he didn't fault Cole for the pain as they finally joined. His wings trembled, and Cole's lips found his again. A fluttering sound of discomfort escaped him, but it was answered with the most beautiful moan he had ever heard from Cole. There was pleasure, affection, and need in that one sound, and Raziel knew he would replay it over and over in his mind for eternity. That single sound comforted him in a way nothing else could have, and he felt his body relax, accept Cole deeper until he was filled completely.


  It was a singular sensation. Cole was inside him. Filling him. Raziel let loose a breath, the softest of twittering, and Cole smiled against his lips. That smile. Tender and sweet. He remembered those smiles. He'd not seen them in so long, and to be the source of this smile now... oh, he couldn't think of a better gift. His fingers smoothed down Cole's back, and the muscles shifted under his fingertips as Cole withdrew a little and pressed back inside. Raziel's breath caught, his own cock straining between them. His wings wanted to flare out, but their combined weight kept his wings close to the mattress.


  There were no words, and none were needed. He could see everything he needed to in Cole's eyes. Between kisses, the sharing of breath, Cole would stare down at him, and Raziel knew Cole knew how great a thing he gave now. His love for Cole welled inside him, hot and potent, and it was as if every long, slick thrust of Cole's sex did nothing but fan that heat. Burning inside and out, Raziel chirped angel song, and as his fingers dug into the meat of Cole's back, tears shined in Cole's eyes. A hopeful tweet shivered from between Raziel's lips, and Cole bent down to cover his mouth to taste him once more.


  The lovemaking was slow, just as promised, and Raziel's toes curled along with his wings. The pleasure wove in and out of his senses, and the gasps and breathy groans Cole fed into their kisses did nothing to dampen his need. The kisses took on a hungry edge the minute Raziel began raising his hips, meeting each of Cole's thrusts, welcoming him so deep within his body. Hands were a little harder, the rhythm a little faster, and Raziel's heart raced, pounding loudly in his ears, offering the counterpoint to the angelic song he kept offering up whenever Cole's lips trailed down his throat.


  It was Heaven, his own personal moment of Heaven, as light and pleasure overcame him. Nothing but the presence of the Almighty could compare, and for that moment, he lost sight of God, seeing only Cole, only their mutual pleasure. When he came back to himself, he could hear his own angelic song still echoing in Cole's bedroom along with Cole's shout of release. The light faded slowly, the heat receding until it only remained inside his passage and in the lingering tingles that jolted across his skin.


  For a few moments, all he heard was their panting breaths, but then a flutter of a whimper escaped him. "Cole..."


  "Stay with me," Cole whispered, his voice desperate in a way that broke Raziel's heart, even as he tightened his grip, holding Cole even tighter against him.


  "Always," he promised, his voice trilling with a purr of lingering pleasure. "I'll never leave your side."


  The words seemed to quiet whatever fears Cole felt, and Raziel twittered softly as they shifted, their bodies parting with a final wet caress. He'd never understood emptiness until that moment, but Cole instantly tugged him onto his side and pulled his arm until he was spooned against Raziel's chest. He'd seen Cole sleep with Daniel this way in the beginning, and his wings fluttered out behind him before curling in, one at his back and the other protectively around his charge. Cole cuddled back against him, refusing to let go of his arm, and the strange ache of Raziel's soul was soothed by the closeness.


  He smiled and kissed Cole's shoulder. "Sleep," he breathed with another kiss to Cole's neck. All he received was a rumble of wordless agreement before Cole became heavy against him, but his heart still soared with pleasure and happiness. All these nights, he had watched Cole sleep—thousands upon thousands of nights—but tonight he wasn't perched on the footboard or sitting in the chair by the windowsill. Tonight, he had Cole in his arms, and he would carry the memory with him forever.


  ****


  "Do you remember what happened when angels and humans last coupled?"


  Raziel sat up, his mind heavy with lingering slumber. His eyes scanned the room and fell upon an angel, bathed in Holy Light, standing near the windows, his wings outspread and arms crossed. He swallowed thickly, a flush creeping up his face. Raziel knew who had come to level judgment on him. "Chamuel."


  Chamuel smiled at him. "Do you remember, Raziel?"


  "I remember." Raziel glanced at Cole's sleeping form, the human unaware of the angels' conversation. He slipped from the bed, refusing to talk with Chamuel while holding his ward in his arms. "But he is no woman for me to seed and breed giants with. Where is the harm?"


  "Where is the harm?" Chamuel shook his head. "Raziel, they are our charges. We watch over them. We do not kiss them. We do not couple with them. We do not prevent their deaths when the natural order says they are meant to die."


  Raziel's wings shivered at the reprimand in those words. "If I am not supposed to intervene on my ward's behalf to save him from himself, then what am I supposed to do? Watch him die when I could help?"


  "There are limits to our calling." Chamuel stepped closed, cupped Raziel's cheek. "You have broken many rules, my friend, and you cannot escape punishment. Was it worth it? Was he worth it?"


  Pain tore at Raziel's heart, tears filling his eyes. He looked over his shoulder at Cole, and he remembered his whispered promise to the man before sleep had taken him. He couldn't fight Heaven, though. Raziel didn't want to leave, but Chamuel would make him. There wasn't much choice. For angels, there was never any choice. He drank in the sight of Cole, and whispered, "Yes. It was worth it."


  The sound of fluttering wings filled the room, and then there was only the soft sounds of an apartment at night. The refrigerator kicked on, humming softly through the wall, and the toilet ran for a moment, filling its tank. The air conditioner clicked on, the unit nearly silent as it pumped cool air into the many rooms. Cole rolled over in bed, mumbling softly in his sleep as his hand reached for warmth he missed in his dreams, but the warmth was gone. The sheets were cool, the room empty but for its sole occupant, and even in his sleep, Cole knew something was missing.


  ****


  Cole couldn't help but wince at the way his front door shut behind him. The sound was resolute, like the clang of some prison cell slamming shut, locking him inside. Solitary confinement, that's what it all felt like these days. A wave of loneliness welled up in him as he went through the motions of hanging up his coat and keys, removing his tie, and unbuttoning the top three buttons of his shirt.


  He kicked off his shoes, letting them scatter haphazardly as he tossed his briefcase to the sofa and padded into his bedroom. He paused on the threshold, his eyes wearily scanning the room as they had every day for the last three weeks. "Raziel?" he murmured uncertainly, hoping, praying for some sort of response.


  But there was no answer to his call, no guardian angel perched on his footboard, no smile and bird-like chirp of pleasure waiting for him. Only the silence of his bedroom greeted him. The longer he waited for Raziel to answer, the more the quiet ticking of his wall clock seemed to hammer the harsh reality of his solitude into him. He couldn't stop himself from trying, no matter how much it hurt his heart each day to reach out and find there was nothing left for him to grasp.


  He turned on his heel, unable to stand the sight of his empty bed, which had felt too large to sleep in alone. Back in the living room, he paced for a minute, caught between hurt and anger. What the hell had happened? Raziel had appeared right when he'd needed someone most. Raziel had saved his damn life, told him to have faith and not give up hope, to search for that path away from Daniel that would heal him. In such a short time, the angel had wormed his way into Cole's heart, but the morning after they'd made love, he'd woken up alone, as if the whole thing had been a dream.


  Cole paused in his pacing, glancing back at the hallway that led to his bedroom. Maybe that was it. Maybe the whole thing had been a dream and he'd just been fucked up by the cocaine and hallucinated his guardian angel. It was a painful thing to believe, but the alternative made his chest ache even worse.


  If he hadn't hallucinated the whole thing, then Raziel had lied to him. He'd just started to feel alive again, to feel like he could recover from the heartbreak of losing Daniel. To lose Raziel as well, right on the heels of Daniel, was just too much. He'd tried to stay strong, tried to push back the hurt of waking up alone, and give Raziel a chance to appear or at least make his invisibility known. But the last three weeks of turning his head at every bit of birdsong and hoping in vain had taken their toll.


  There was nothing left for him. Raziel had known him inside and out. Maybe Raziel had finally found something inside him not to love, something that made him worth abandoning. After all, the common denominator of all his problems was him. Maybe he just wasn't worth saving.


  Cole swallowed against the lump that formed in his throat and crossed the living room to his liquor cabinet. It was too easy to pour himself a generous glass of bourbon, far too easy to kick it back and hiss at the burn of it traveling down his throat. He waited for the little voice in his head to appear, for someone to stop him, but there was nothing. No voice, no disapproving twitter and concerned flutter of wings, just silence. He grabbed the bottle of bourbon and went to the couch.


  Daniel was gone. Raziel was gone. Everything seemed up in the air, but there was one thing Cole knew for certain: another glass of bourbon would take the pain away. Not forever, but for tonight, and that was as far ahead as he wanted to plan.


  He was halfway through the bottle of bourbon when someone knocked at his door. Cole narrowed his eyes, tried to make the numbers on the clock focus through the haze of alcohol. Ten o'clock? Who would be at his door at ten o'clock at night? He stumbled to his feet, made it to the door, and leaned against the wall. The room spun for a moment, and then he was able to force his fingers to work, to twist the deadbolt and open the door. He stared at the figure in the hallway, his mind not believing what his eyes saw.


  "Raziel?" Raziel was dressed. He was dressed. T-shirt, jeans, and a pair of sneakers. No wings. And he was smiling. "What the hell?" Cole slurred.


  "I go away for a few weeks and you return to alcohol." Raziel huffed softly and crossed his arms. "I can't save your liver this time around, so you'll have to take better care of yourself now."


  Cole blinked. "What? Where the hell have you been? Do you know what it was like waking up after what we'd shared to find you gone? Not a word, a note, anything?"


  Raziel's expression wilted, and he twittered gently, stepping into Cole's apartment and shutting the door. "I didn't have a choice. Chamuel came for me. I'd broken so many rules, Cole, and I had to face my superiors. I had to face the consequences of my actions."


  "Consequences?"


  Raziel helped him to the couch, and then sat down with him. "Consequences." He smiled, and Cole thought his heart would break with how beautiful Raziel's smile was. "I saved your life when I shouldn't have. I became visible to you. I admitted I loved you. I made love with you. I broke all the rules."


  "So, you were grounded for three weeks?" Cole asked, his head still swimming, though he was quickly sobering up.


  "No." Raziel laced their fingers together. "Do you love me, Cole?"


  "I thought I didn't," Cole breathed. "When you first appeared and I was longing for Daniel, I thought I couldn't love anyone but him. But when you were gone that morning and didn't come back... All I could think of was you."


  Raziel smiled again. "Do you love me?"


  "If I don't, I damn near do," Cole admitted.


  "Good." Raziel kissed Cole's knuckles. "I had to make a choice. I could be reassigned to a new life while another angel took over my position, or..." He paused, flushing. "Or I could let them take my wings, make me human, to live out my days with you."


  Cole's heart pounded in his chest. "You're... not an angel anymore?"


  Raziel shook his head. "No. An angel's soul in a human body. I didn't know if you could love me, if you would keep me, but the idea of never seeing you again, touching you... I couldn't choose any other way."


  Cole stared. He wasn't sure how long he stared at Raziel before making his lips work again. "But, what happens... y'know... in the end?" If Raziel had an angel's soul, then that would make him immortal, right?


  Raziel chuckled and shook his head again, squeezing his hand. "I live a human life, and then—provided you lay off the booze enough not to keel over—we both end up in Heaven once we die."


  Cole couldn't help but smile. "Trying to keep me on the straight and narrow?"


  "It's been my job from the very beginning. Being human doesn't change that," Raziel laughed, following the sound with a musical twitter that made Cole's heart swell with happiness. Raziel was truly back. He'd given up everything and come back. Cole reached around with his other arm to pull Raziel close, hugging him so tightly, Raziel made more of those gorgeous bird-like sounds. "It's all right, Cole. Everything will be all right."


  Cole's eyes stung, and he didn't have the willpower necessary to keep the tears back as he breathed in Raziel's scent and ran his fingers through Raziel's blond hair. "I have so many questions."


  "So do I," Raziel admitted softly. "Watching humans live is very different from living as one. I'll need your help."


  "You have it," Cole promised instantly, sniffling and grinning. "But now isn't the time for Twenty Questions."


  "It isn't?"


  Cole shook his head, pressing his cheek against Raziel's for a moment, whispering into Raziel's ear. "Now is when you make up for flying off without leaving a note."


  He heard Raziel swallow thickly, and the shifting of Raziel's jaw next to his told him Raziel licked his lips to stall for another second. "I'm sorry, Cole. I told them you wouldn't understand, but they insisted. How do I make it up to you?"


  It's the question Cole had been waiting for, and he straightened enough for their eyes to meet. "You can start with a kiss. Your very first welcome-home kiss."


  A becoming flush moved over Raziel's pale cheeks, and then his hands cupped Cole's cheeks, drew him down for a soft, chaste kiss. It had to be one of the most erotic kisses he'd ever been given, even with the lack of tongue and teeth and passion. What Cole felt in that kiss was far beyond lust. A promise was in that kiss. Even at his lowest, when he thought nothing good was left in his life, Raziel had been there. Raziel had caught him, raised him up, and had even sacrificed his angelic life in order to return to him. In that tender meeting of lips, Raziel told him everything he needed to hear without a single word spoken.


  When Raziel's lips parted and his tongue sought entrance to his mouth, Cole thought he'd come in his trousers. He moaned, wrapped his arms around Raziel's waist, and pulled their bodies together. Relief washed through him. Raziel was his again. Cole had no intention of letting the angel go again. In the course of just a few days, he'd fallen utterly in love with his protector, and he didn't regret a moment. He smiled against Raziel's lips, his hands moving over the thin cloth of Raziel's shirt.


  "I'm going to enjoy dressing you in the finest fabrics," he murmured.


  Raziel twittered, his lips damp and eyes bright. "Why?"


  "Because then I'll have the immense pleasure of undressing you." Cole grinned, the melancholy of the last seven months seeming like just a bad dream. "Come to bed?"


  "Yes," Raziel breathed, following him into the bedroom. "I missed you so. I worried."


  Cole pulled Raziel's shirt up and off, throwing it into the corner. His hands slid over the lightly golden skin, his thumbs teasing Raziel's nipples. Raziel gasped, shuddered, and his hands tightened on Cole's hips. "You were right to worry," Cole murmured. "I thought I was alone again, and the memory of you was as much a torture as it was a comfort."


  Another apologetic chirp left Raziel's lips. "I really have to help you relearn to stand on your own two feet. Your life is worth so much, even if it were to be lived alone."


  "But that won't be a problem," Cole reminded him with a grin, loving the way Raziel's hands crept to the buttons of his shirt, flicking them free of their holes. "I'll never be alone now that you've returned."


  "True... and I'll fit in your shower with you now," Raziel said with a hesitant smile.


  Cole lifted an eyebrow. "Another fantasy you've been waiting to act out?" Raziel nodded, and he laughed, pulling Raziel in for a kiss that started out light and sweet but quickly deepened into something more. Raziel pushed his shirt past his shoulders, and he stripped out of his work clothes, leaving them behind in a trail from the door to the bed. He delighted in tumbling Raziel into the bed, and while he missed the beautiful wings his angel had boasted, it was easier to move about without them.


  Raziel joined in his laughter, and the sound only added more heat to Cole's arousal as he tugged at the simple worn-in jeans still standing between him and Raziel's body. Raziel wriggled until Cole was able to pull the denim down his legs, and then purred when he ran his hands broadly up and down Raziel's torso. "You act like you want to touch all of me at once," Raziel moaned.


  "I would if I could," Cole admitted, draping himself over Raziel and shuddering at the heat of Raziel's skin. "You're so warm."


  "That's... from the purification as I was placed in this form," Raziel whispered against his lips, kissing him again and again. "Chamuel said it would eventually fade."


  "Not too soon, I hope," Cole murmured. The warmth was wonderful, not to mention convenient with a cold winter ahead of them.


  Raziel smiled and hugged him close. His hands skated over Cole's body before gripping lightly at his ass. "I'll keep you warm at night," he promised, as if reading Cole's mind again.


  "I have no doubt," Cole breathed, and then he covered Raziel's mouth with his. He could hardly believe Raziel had come back. Not only had he come back, but he'd given up so much just to be with him. The sacrifice rocked Cole to his very core. He'd never thought he'd be worth that great a price to someone. He moaned into the kiss, rubbed his body against Raziel's. Maybe he shouldn't immediately pounce Raziel like this, but he couldn't help himself. He wanted to celebrate this moment, give to Raziel even a fraction of what Raziel had given him.


  The kisses took on an edge of hunger, and Cole's hands slid over Raziel's body, mapping every curve, angle, and sensitive spot. Raziel cried out against his lips as Cole's fingers rubbed and plucked at his nipples. Cole took that opportunity to lick and suck down Raziel's throat, hone in on the pounding pulse under the hot flesh. As he tormented Raziel's nipples, he set to leaving a bright mark on the elegant throat. A wave of possessive need drove Cole. Raziel was his now, given into his care, and he needed to let his angel know he was wanted.


  "Cole!" Raziel gasped, arching up into him. His hands clutched at Cole, and his nails bit into his skin when Cole sucked harder at his throat.


  When Raziel's pulse pounded against his tongue, the flesh so damn hot under his lips, Cole finally pulled back. He kissed Raziel again, their cocks trapped between their shifting bodies. Cole couldn't remember the last time he was so aroused. His heart raced, and his skin tingled everywhere it touched Raziel. He panted into Raziel's mouth, their lips wet and bruised from all the kissing. "I want you," he murmured.


  Raziel opened his eyes, the bright blue so like the summer sky. "Please," he breathed, spreading his legs wider for Cole.


  Cole reached for the bottle of lube he'd kept on the bedside table since their first night together. As much as he wanted to take Raziel immediately, he couldn't bring himself to be that impatient and brutal. Not with Raziel. No, Raziel deserved the kisses, the lingering touches, the slippery tease of lube. He deserved all the foreplay that separated making love from hard, careless fucking.


  He kissed his way down Raziel's body, taking the time to renew the ache of Raziel's nipples with his mouth – first one side, and then the other. His slippery fingers massaged against Raziel's hole before he gently pushed two forward. Raziel whimpered and arched beneath him, and he could almost imagine Raziel's wings spread out against his comforter, the feathers fluttering with need and discomfort. He paused, remembering that this body was new for Raziel. The thought that Raziel had never been touched, both as an angel and as a human, pulled a soft groan from him.


  "I love thinking I'm the first to have you," he breathed as he brushed his lips down Raziel's abdomen, darting out his tongue for a quick lick to Raziel's naval. "That I'll be the only one to ever touch this body in passion."


  A soft, chirping cry escaped Raziel, and he felt Raziel's fingers tangle in his hair, encouraging him lower. "It makes you feel possessive?"


  "Yes," Cole all but growled, nipping at the sensitive skin just below Raziel's bellybutton. A little tug to his hair made him look up, and the smile on Raziel's face was as bright as the sun.


  "I'm yours, Cole. All yours. There will never be any other for me. I know it in my very soul." Raziel whispered the last, his voice overcome with emotions Cole couldn't quite identify. It was beautiful, though, the way Raziel put so much of himself into every word, every action. He smiled before dipping lower, taking the head of Raziel's cock between his lips as he pushed his fingers deeper.


  The sounds Raziel emitted were like music to Cole's ears, and he lost himself in the pleasure of tasting Raziel with little flicks of his tongue. He teased under the foreskin with his tongue, wringing desperate cries from Raziel. His fingers moved, spreading Raziel bit by bit, and by the time he felt Raziel was ready for more, they were both panting hard. When Raziel pulled him up for another kiss, he didn't hesitate to comply, letting his fingers fall away so he could slick and position himself.


  Raziel cupped his face, forced their eyes to meet. It was an intimacy Cole hadn't expected, and he was shocked by how intense just staring into Raziel's eyes was. He didn't look away as his hips shifted forward, breached the clutching muscles, and slid inside the blistering heat of Raziel's body. As much as he'd loved Daniel, still missed him, what he'd seen in Daniel's eyes paled in comparison with what he now saw in Raziel's. If he were honest with himself, it's what he'd always longed to see in Daniel's eyes. And all along, it was Raziel, the one who'd watched and protected him since the day he was born, who would love him as he'd wanted to be loved.


  As soon as he was seated deep within Raziel, he let out a shuddering breath he hadn't realized he'd been holding. He brushed his lips over Raziel's. "I want to love you," he whispered.


  Raziel's fingers combed through his hair. "You're a careful man." A flush stained Raziel's cheeks. "I can wait until you know for certain."


  The look in Raziel's eyes told him Raziel knew far more than he himself did, and he chose to trust that. He kissed Raziel slowly, deeply, and rolled his hips forward again and again. It was both a celebration of Raziel's return and sweet promise of everything to come. The pleasure consumed Cole, and Raziel's plaintive, needy cries into each kiss, the bite of nails to his back, did nothing to cool his arousal.


  He lost all sense of time as they moved with one another. It was as if the looks, the touches, the shared moans, all went on forever. Cole's pulse sped, and pleasure rushed through him in waves. Tender and teasing as a soft caress one moment, and then toe-curling and unrelenting the next. He took Raziel to the greatest of heights over and over. When Raziel finally tensed beneath him and cried out a strain of angel song, he couldn't help but fall with him. He snapped his hips forward, buried himself deep inside Raziel as brightness consumed him. The climax was filled with the echoes of Raziel's musical cries, and as the tempest of light and sound faded, he smiled breathlessly.


  Raziel's breath puffed against the skin of his neck, and he released his hold on Raziel's spent cock. His fingers trailed over Raziel's hip and thigh before his strength was sapped from him, and he collapsed atop Raziel. A soft fluttering purr from Raziel made his chest ache, and he closed his eyes as he caught his breath. The feeling in his gut was undeniable, and it reminded him of what he had felt when he had settled into living with Daniel. But it was so much more, so much deeper than he remembered feeling in the past. It frightened him nearly as much as it excited him. His hands even started trembling as he let himself slip from Raziel's body and shifted them onto their sides.


  "So much going on inside," Raziel whispered, as if he could still read Cole's mind. His eyes were so knowing that it nearly brought a blush to Cole's cheeks.


  "You know what I'm thinking? What I'm feeling?" Cole murmured.


  "No," Raziel admitted with a little chirp, "but that's why it's important for you to share now."


  Cole combed his fingers through Raziel's hair. "I barely know you," he said. "I spent a day in your company, a hazy night making love, and then you were gone. How can I feel so much for someone I've known for so short a time?"


  Raziel smiled at him, leaned into his touches. "Because you do know me. I've been here all along, that quiet voice in your head. I know you, and you know me. You know I'll never leave your side."


  "Never?"


  "Never," Raziel swore, such seriousness in his eyes.


  Cole peppered kisses over Raziel's cheeks and lips, whispering, "I love you."


  Raziel twittered happily, pressing close, a perfect weight in Cole's arms. "I love you, too."


  Holding Raziel close, Cole basked in everything he'd gained. He still had a great life with the perfect job, a wonderful home, and he'd survived the loss of someone he'd never dreamed of living without. The hole Daniel had left him with would linger, but he had a good feeling that Raziel would help stitch that wound over time. He smiled into Raziel's hair, hugging him close. Time was something he was once again looking forward to having a lot of.


  THE END
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  This is Dr. Mac. The dog, Sir Winston is one of his best patients. Dr. Mac has two ladies working for him who have made it their mission in life to match him with a man who doesn't mind the long hours and a stray or two, or three. I'd like him to meet a gruff, surly type…maybe with a lap dog (like a Shih-tzu) and after a huge misunderstanding have a HEA.


  ~ Leah
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  ANIMAL INSTINCTS


  by Kim Alan


  Dr. Jordan Mackenzie ran a soothing hand over the broad back of the bulldog on his examining table, all the encouragement the hefty canine needed to flop sideways until his back pressed against Jordan. He was the biggest— and ugliest— bulldog Jordan had ever seen, complete with the under bite and snaggletooth. But, there was nothing wrong with the dog unless you counted a distinct lack of aesthetic appeal. And ambition. And personality.


  Jordan shook his head. "I'm sorry, Mrs. Miller. I think Winston is feeling the effects of his age." It was the same thing every couple months. "Have you switched him over to the diet we talked about?"


  The eye dodge— ridiculously dramatic what with the volume of mascara weighing her down— was all it took to get the answer to that question. "I know, Dr. Mac. I just don't have the heart to deprive him like that!" Thin, bejeweled hands fluttered dramatically.


  Jordan withheld the long suffering sigh and prayed for patience. "It's not depriving him, Mrs. Miller. It's taking care of him." He attached the dog's leash— like the lazy thing would ever venture... anywhere— and hefted the animal off the table. He used his Trust-me-I'm-a-Doctor Voice, "Give it another try, and let me know in a month how he takes to it."


  Mrs. Miller was a wealthy, eccentric woman in her seventies whose visits to the vet had increased in frequency and hysteria since the death of her husband two years prior. She turned and led the way out of the exam room with the air of one who'd made the trip often and was just plain accustomed to people following her.


  Jordan trailed behind, patiently leading the indolent Winston. The dog leaned against Jordan's calves, making walking difficult, but as usual, Winston was determined to keep constant contact with him the entire time he was there. The walk was routine, and Jordan let his thoughts wander.


  But just as things are wont to happen when one grows complacent, as they approached the door to the waiting room, Winston rallied a burst of ambition that drove him through the door with unprecedented enthusiasm. Jordan stumbled to a stop just as the bulldog slammed full-bodied into the back of denim-clad legs. Very nice denim-clad legs wearing boots and bowed just right. Attached to said legs was a long body capped with wide shoulders, snugly encased in white and topped off with an unruly mop of jet black hair.


  The knees buckled and the man barely righted himself before whipping around, only to be brought up short by Winston settling his weight directly onto his boots. Jordan had about a second and a half to appreciate the man's dark appeal when startled, thickly lashed brown eyes landed for one brief but stunning moment on his. Unfortunately, they dropped just as quickly to stare in shock at the huge bulldog that was slobbering all over his calves.


  "What the—" the understandably stunned man grunted. "Somebody get this drooling beast off of me, please?" Okay, so not so much a dog person, Jordan noted. Or maybe he just suffered from an aversion to the drool of big, ugly bulldogs. Either way, he had to admit that he pulled off snarling with surprising appeal. And he might have noticed that the snarl did little to detract from the lusciousness of those smooth, full lips. They were the sweet, plump kind of lips where the top one is slightly fuller than the bottom so they appear a little pouty even when pressed together in annoyance.


  "Excuse us!" Jordan hid his frown at the breathlessness of his own voice as he dropped to one knee in front of the bulldog that looked very much like he had no intention of releasing the attractive man from his fat belly clutches. Jordan scoffed at the animal that only moments ago had been rubbing up against his own legs. The traitor ditched him the minute a nicer pair of sticks showed up.


  "Come here, Winston," Jordan commanded, not willing to look up at the stranger even when he noticed he'd gone completely still. There was a strange male kneeling at his feet, after all. Jordan could only hurry this along as quickly as possible. He focused on the pale, watery eyes of the canine as they blinked, but otherwise showed no comprehension. Or interest. Jordan ground his teeth and leaned closer, keeping a firm grip on the leash while reaching for the dog's collar. He swore his daily allotment of patience was completely consumed by one encounter with this animal.


  Jordan's skin prickled with awareness when his movements brought him alarmingly close to the stranger's rather impressive bulge, hugged so nicely in its denim trappings. For a second he imagined he saw swelling behind the fly but his damned professional ethics had him dropping his eyes quickly. Reason had him ruthlessly dismissing the thought. Heat tinged his cheeks pink, which only annoyed him more. He couldn't remember the last time he'd blushed, and he sure as hell had no intentions of starting again now.


  "Today, please?" the stranger growled, shifting and trying to shove at the dog with one leg to tug his other foot free. Winston just sighed and followed, his weight falling back against those sexy legs. He couldn't really fault the dog for that. But Jordan did have to appreciate the stillness of the man, considering how likely it was that he really just wanted to kick hard at the obstinate thing.


  Jordan could see this getting out of control far too quickly. His body was instinctively reacting to the inescapable vision of manhood standing before him, while the stubborn dog seemed intent on pulling him increasingly closer to temptation. He was one small dog-tug away from landing face first in an unsuspecting— and no doubt unwelcoming— man's junk.


  Imagining himself doing just that was not going to help. Picturing himself booting the dog out of the way like a soccer ball and tackling the black-haired beauty to the ground, so he could hump and grind away on him like an animal, was even less productive. Jordan dug deep to rein in his sudden, inexplicably feral urges. He risked a quick glance up through his lashes and bit back a sigh. Okay, maybe not so inexplicable.


  In desperation, he sent a meaningful look over his shoulder to Mrs. Miller, who was still standing motionless except for the glittering hands flapping over her gaping mouth. At his unspoken but undeniable demand, she snapped to attention and grabbed the leash from Jordan, tugging and chastising Winston in a voice that— please God— had to have penetrated the thick animal if the shooters in Jordan's spine were any measure of success.


  Winston finally, with a great exhale of exasperation, responded to Mrs. Miller's pleas and shuffled forward only as far as necessary to make her stop. The, uh, victim was studying his legs as if afraid of what may have been left behind by the animal. The whole thing had lasted less than a minute, but it had played out in that long, painful, super slow-mo torture reserved for only the most awkward of situations.


  Jordan stood with what dignity he could, horrified to find himself almost flustered. That hadn't happened to him since his teen years, when he'd struggled to keep his cool around Bobby Braggar in the high school locker room. He reminded himself sternly that he was, for all intents and purposes, a grown-up now, supposedly bearing some semblance of control over his nearly thirty-six-year-old penis. Still, he barely managed to acknowledge Mrs. Miller when she tugged Winston out the door. He took a deep breath before refocusing on the object of Winston's new-found adoration.


  "I am so sorry about that, Mister...?" He was almost satisfied with the quiet calm of his own voice, especially since inside he still struggled to pull his professionalism around himself like the lab coat he wore. The one barely protecting him from an ugly sexual harassment lawsuit at the moment. It wasn't easy, he had to admit. Six feet of lean, tightly wound male stood before him looking like he'd just been molested. Which he kind of had been.


  "It's just Cal." God, listen to that husky voice. Jordan's skin immediately resumed its tingling from the kneeling at the man's feet thing. "Calvin Sherbrook. No mister." The man still was not smiling and he didn't offer his hand. In fact, he frowned even more when Jordan tried a polite smile of his own. Even as it faded, though, the vet found himself holding eye contact, seeing... something in those almost fathomless eyes. Something he needed to think about later because they were rapidly becoming quite fathomable. In fact, they were starting to look downright pissed.


  Recognition dawned too slowly. "Right. Cal." Jordan pulled himself together—again—like the professional he was supposed to be. "You'd be here for Nina's—your grandmother's—pup. She told me to expect you."


  He was suddenly aware of the not so subtle whispers coming from his assistant and the receptionist, the two gossips thick as thieves. He could tell by the tension in Cal's shoulders that he was also well aware of their attention.


  "Ladies," Jordan interrupted their chatter, his voice firm and authoritative. His I-am-The-Boss Voice. "One of you can get the dog while the other grabs several food samples for Mr. Sherbrook."


  He sensed Cal tense next to him but ignored it. He probably objected to the tone he'd taken with his staff, not that it was any of his business. But then again, maybe he'd liked it. Jordan firmly scolded his rearing Id, usually buried much deeper than this, before returning to adulthood once again.


  "I do apologize for the dog, Cal." Jordan the grown-up was back in business. A resounding "whew" echoed in his head. He ignored that, too. "I have no idea what got into him. He's usually so... well, lazy."


  He shook his head and combed his fingers through his salt and pepper hair. Hair that he chose to leave natural, thankyouverymuch, because it contributed to the more seasoned—and therefore apparently more competent—image he knew appealed to his clients.


  "You know..." Small talk. Fill the awkward void. "That's the same thing Winston did when he met me." He shook his head, chuckling a little at the memory. "He's eased up slightly since then, but he still hovers. I've never seen him act that way around anyone else."


  A black, perfectly arched brow lifted. "Guess I'm just lucky?" Cal's lips relaxed slightly in what might have been a small release of his irritation. Or maybe they were just getting tired from all the frowning.


  Jordan laughed. "I wouldn't go that far."


  The women returned, looking appropriately subdued. Jordan took the carrier from Lizzy and propped it on the counter in front of Cal. "Here you go."


  Cal bent to look in the grated door of the small kennel. His lip actually curled. "Is this a joke?" He eyed Jordan, obviously not seeing the humor if this was, in fact, a joke.


  "Nope." Jordan felt his lips twitch and fought the smile, knowing full well that that damn dimple at the corner of his mouth gave him away, anyway. "That's Brutus."


  "Brutus?" He looked horrified, still, apparently, not seeing the humor. "Seriously?"


  Jordan just shrugged, amused with Cal's calculated study of the animal, which was already nosing the grate, trying to gain his affection.


  "Looks like an electrocuted rodent." Cal stood, lifting the pet carrier in front of his face. "From Whoville." Black eyes and a riot of white hair shook in time with the wagging tail. "This is a real dog?" He hefted the kennel and shook it slightly, eliciting a small yip from within. "Can't weigh five pounds, even with the box."


  Jordan had to laugh. "He is a dog, yes. A miniature mixed breed. Your grandmother picked him up from the shelter benefit last week. He's a sweet-tempered pup, about six months old."


  Cal snorted, obviously not impressed. "Whatever, I guess. I'm just here to pick it up."


  Jordan handed him the bag of food samples and several printed sheets of paper. "His post-op care instructions are here, though he's recovered nicely in the time he's been with us. I've already talked with Nina so she knows what to do from here."


  "Post-op?" Cal squinted at the perfectly healthy-looking, if sort of freakish, dog. Jordan was sure he didn't imagine the tiny flicker of concern in those carefully veiled eyes. "What's wrong with him?"


  "Nothing. Just a routine neutering." He nodded sympathetically at Cal's wince, tempted to slap a companionable hand down on the man's shoulder. "I know, but it is the responsible thing to do."


  Cal shrugged, not looking at all convinced, but he took the bag and the dog and headed for the door without another word.


  "Cal, wait." Jordan was surprised—and aroused in a way he would evaluate later—when the man stopped dead at his command. Cal turned slowly and waited silently. "My after-hours numbers are on those printed sheets. You, or Nina, can call me if you need anything at all." A nod and a delicious flexing of hamstrings were his only response.


  The second he was out of sight, Jordan rounded on his staff. "All right, you two. What is up with you?"


  The too innocent looks didn't faze him. He sterned it up a bit. "Your behavior made our client visibly uncomfortable, and I'd like an explanation, right now."


  Lizzy, always the talker for the two, stepped forward with a gleam in her eye. "You saw Winston glob onto him." Jordan just lifted his eyebrows and waved impatiently at her to continue. "He's totally matchmaking you two!"


  Jordan's jaw dropped. "What?" He gaped. "What are you talking about?"


  Lizzy and Andrea giggled, grating against the last of the nerve Mrs. Miller and her dog had shredded. "That dog is a walking gaydar machine, Doctor Mac, didn't you know that? I can't believe Mrs. Miller didn't tell you all about it."


  He couldn't be any more dumbstruck if he tried. "That is the biggest pile of ..." He shook his head and turned to leave. "You know what? Never mind."


  Lizzy bounced on her toes. "But it's true!"


  Andrea nodded, adding, "When Mrs. Miller brought him in here the first time and he did that to you?" Jordan could only stare mutely and wait for the rest. "She told us he has an 'uncanny ability'" —air quotes included— "to identify gay men, and that he just loves them."


  Jordan snorted. "First, that's ridiculous. And second, that man is the epitome of straight, ladies." He turned towards his office, determined to give them no additional ammunition by revealing his interest. It was probably far more likely he was right and Cal was as straight as they come. Then again, dogs were incredibly sensitive animals, were they not? He couldn't help but wonder.


  His pondering was put on hold when the girls' excited voices called to him. Turning back, he saw them pointing out the front door where, to his horror, Jordan saw that Cal was about to be accosted by Winston. Again.


  ****


  Jordan was almost at the scene of the crime when the impact occurred. He heard Cal curse before he whirled to confront Mrs. Miller.


  "Seriously, lady," Cal began, just as Jordan arrived. She cut him off with a regal wave.


  "I'm so sorry to bother you, but Winston just insisted we wait for you so we could apologize for his behavior." The hand not holding the leash fluttered around her distractingly. Bright red nails on heavily ringed fingers flashed before him like a hyper hummingbird. Jordan noticed Cal keeping a wary eye on them, maybe concerned she was not in control of the flashy weapons. "He feels really bad about sitting on you before."


  Cal's eyebrows rose as he processed her statement. He must have decided not to address the crazy and focused instead on the literal. "Yet, here he sits on my feet once again." He cocked his head, making his dark hair flop enticingly over his brows. If he'd noticed Jordan's arrival he made no indication of it. He appeared almost enthralled—in a horrified inability to look away kind of way—by the eccentric woman with the too-much makeup and the yellow hair.


  "I know, I know." Flutter, flutter. But she did nothing about moving the drooling brute, instead actually stepping closer to Cal, peering up from her made-up eyes. Resisting the urge to brush at the black curls blowing in Cal's eyes, Jordan noticed randomly that Mrs. Miller's iron coif made not a single concession to the breeze whistling through the parking lot. But then she was getting too close, and his only thought was to intercept the uncomfortable encounter.


  Jordan stepped forward, but Cal beat him to it. "Um." Cal coughed. The universal 'ahem' of the exasperated. "Apology accepted. Now could you maybe get him off me?"


  Jordan froze, suddenly compelled to watch this play out. He was closer now, close enough to be encompassed within the cloud of perfume that identified to any and all that there was a rich old lady nearby.


  Mrs. Miller appeared not to have heard him. She tipped her head and squinted her eyes, huge spider legs tangling over crazy liquid blue. "You're gay, huh?" Jordan held his breath, stunned at the boldness of her statement, but really, really needing to know the answer.


  Cal gaped. Sputtering, visibly livid, he frowned and shoved at the dog, apparently done with the being polite to your elders bullshit. "I don't see how that's any of your business, or how the hell you get off asking me outright!"


  Yep. Definitely gay, Jordan thought. Unfortunately, not exactly thrilled about it.


  "Oh, dear," Mrs. Miller stepped back, over-rouged cheeks flaming even brighter. This time the random thought was that the pink of her skin clashed horribly with the rose red of her makeup. Her hand was flapping about again. "I'm sorry! I'm so sorry! That really was horribly rude, wasn't it? I only asked because Winston is wildly sensitive to gay men. He almost never acts like this, but when he does, which is hardly ever, mind you, it's always over a man and he always ends up being gay." She babbled, and then gasped. "Oh, not that he turns them gay, because he obviously can't do that. That would just be crazy. What I mean is I come to discover the men happen to be gay."


  Cal appeared to be stumped, edging towards perturbed. Jordan couldn't blame him. How does one react to that kind of nonsense? Run. That's how. Cal responded before Jordan could even come up with what the hell to say to that. "That's, uh, interesting, ma'am, but I don't …" He trailed off, raising his eyes directly to Jordan's. But, to Jordan's dismay, they darted away too quickly to read.


  Mrs. Miller was nodding vigorously, as if he were visually placing the pieces together before her very eyes. "That's right. Doctor Mac is gay, too."


  Okay. Time to snap out of it. Jordan wrapped a hand around Mrs. Miller's bony arm and tugged gently to alert her to his presence. She hadn't once looked in his direction, even when the dog had grunted in acknowledgment of his arrival. But to his horror, she ignored him and suddenly leaned in uncomfortably close to Cal to whisper way too loudly, "I think Winston thinks you two belong together."


  "Oh? Did he tell you that as well, then?" Cal snapped, and Jordan thought he must be wondering at this point how he had managed to get dragged along on this train wreck.


  The illustrious Mrs. Miller only shrugged and held her hand palm up, as if to imply he had just answered his own question by stating the most logical conclusion given the 'facts' presented.


  "Mrs. Miller," Jordan intercepted, and she looked at him now, blinking owlishly as she stepped away from Cal. Winston, apparently taking pity on the flummoxed man trapped against the truck, shuffled forward to butt up against Jordan's knees.


  But it was too little, too late. Jordan could see that Cal was well and truly past being nice. "So, I guess I should just invite the good doctor out on a date, huh?" he mocked, sarcasm dripping like it consisted of its own mass. Jordan winced, not quite able to deny the sting.


  Remarkably oblivious to his tone, Mrs. Miller's eyes lit with glee, and she shot a triumphant grin in Jordan's direction. "Yes!" she screeched.


  "No." He maneuvered gracelessly sideways to reach behind himself for the door, almost frantically trying to get away. Jordan pulled her closer to him to allow Cal room to fit the kennel he still carried into the truck and slide behind the wheel. He was starting the truck before it dawned on Mrs. Miller to stop him.


  "But—" The over-slicked lips gaped when she realized he was leaving. When those fierce brown eyes landed on Jordan, he gave Cal 'The Nod'— the one that said, "I feel your pain. Run, run while you still can."


  Cal shut the door and leaned over the open window. "It's been a pleasure," he drawled, shooting a glare at the panting bulldog. He was shaking his head as he drove away. Jordan sighed and led Mrs. Miller and her meddling dog to her mile-long 1975 butter yellow Cadillac. At least the yellow of her hair matched the car better than her rouge matched her still flushed cheeks.


  Jordan sighed. His scattered thoughts of randomness hadn't exactly served him well in the role of Knight in Shining Armor. He was never so glad to have reached the end of a workday as when he reentered his clinic and shot past his employees, who were eagerly awaiting wedding invitations, no doubt. He wasn't about to fuel that fire.


  He was running through the encounter for the twenty third time when he heard the unmistakable commotion of his son arriving on site. Those girls adored him to the point of the poor teen's embarrassment. He smiled when Thomas poked his head in the door a few moments later. Judging from the shit-eating grin on his face, he'd heard all about the girls' theory from the effusive Lizzy. Couldn't have come from Andrea. The poor girl could barely speak a coherent word when Thomas was within sight.


  "Hey, Dad." The dimple at the corner of his mouth was the same as Jordan's. So were the deep blue eyes and dark wavy hair, though his was obviously not yet sporting the gray Jordan's did.


  "Hey, son." Jordan never ceased to be amazed and humbled by the beautiful boy. Tall and athletic, smart and sassy, he was any single father's dream. Add to that his absolute ease with his dad being gay, and Jordan couldn't ask for anything more. "How was school?"


  "Eternal and mind-numbing," Thomas quipped, flopping into the chair with exaggerated exhaustion.


  "Ah. The usual, then."


  "Yeah." He shot a sideways grin at his dad. "Heard you're scoping out new boyfriend material."


  "As if there were old boyfriend material?"


  "True." Eyelashes fluttered devastatingly. "So, you gonna ask him out?"


  "No." Jordan's response was automatic. His reaction to it, an uncomfortable stab of disappointment, was a surprise. But as he recalled the downright visceral reaction he'd had to the man, he reconsidered. Refocusing his attention on Thomas, he had to grin at the look on his son's face.


  "So that would be a yes, then," Thomas smirked.


  ****


  "Hullo?" Jordan fumbled with his phone while he peeked through one eye at the clock next to his bed. Two o'clock. He tried not to groan out loud. It wasn't entirely out of the ordinary to be called to an animal emergency in the middle of the night. But no one answered his greeting. Then the phone chirped and vibrated in his hand. He squinted at the too-bright display and stabbed at it until the text appeared.


  Do you know why I'm still awake at... 2 a.m.?


  Jordan's body reacted immediately. He could only think of one person with reason to be sending such a message, but...


  Cal?


  Duh.


  He had to laugh.


  You have a crying dog. He'd suspected by the wicked gleam in Nina's eyes that she'd had plans for that little mutt.


  Yes! You bastard, you knew exactly what Gran had planned for that dog, didn't you?


  Jordan couldn't help thinking it was decidedly safer for him at the moment that Cal couldn't hear him.


  I suspected.


  Well? What do I do? I put him in the kennel like they said, but he won't stop whining!


  Jordan's smile remained. He didn't need to ask who 'they' were, figuring Cal had most likely hit the internet like most new dog owners. But Jordan knew all about the process of moving in a new pet. His own home housed a dog, a cat, and his son's pet ferret, and that was only when they weren't taking in overflow from the local shelters.


  You have two choices. 1. grit your teeth and deal with it until he's trained.


  OR?


  Cal was obviously not impressed with door number one. Jordan could practically feel the man's anxiety without even hearing his voice. He pictured the lean body pacing, naked from the waist up, light pajama pants hanging low on narrow hips. Of course he had no idea what the man slept in, but it was safer imagining him at least partially covered.


  Or, 2, let him sleep with you, which is where he wants to be, and accept the fact that your dog wins and will probably get whatever he wants from you forever.


  3?


  3. I can call you and we can discuss.


  Jordan grinned, waiting patiently for the decision, wondering if he'd even be told what it was. Moments later he knew.


  Gah. Puppy breath. Gross.


  Jordan's laugh warmed his entire body. Ignoring the fact that Cal was blatantly avoiding actual conversation with him, he was none-the-less charmed by this man, so rough on the outside, but—he was starting to suspect—not quite so tough on the inside.


  He could have let the conversation end there. He didn't, of course.


  Better?


  Yeah. Guess I didn't need to wake you.


  Jordan suspected that was paramount to a heartfelt apology for Cal. He hesitated only a second before diving in head first. He knew what he wanted.


  I'm glad you did. It was entirely my pleasure.


  He was about to concede the battle and attempt to go back to sleep when his phone beeped.


  Oh.


  Why that simple word said so much, Jordan couldn't be sure, but it settled somewhere deep inside him, and when he finally slept, his dreams were filled with images of one hot-headed Calvin Sherbrook.


  ****


  Despite the late night call, Jordan felt decidedly chipper the next day. He'd been trying to decide if he should give it a few days before he pursued anything more with Cal. The thought of waiting at all chafed, but Cal was reticent and downright skittish. Doing this right was more important than satisfying his inner hedonist. But that didn't mean he wasn't learning more about him. Lizzy and Andrea scattered constant updates around him throughout the day. The two were entirely too eager for his comfort, even if he did suck up every drop of information they spilled.


  "He's remodeling the old Sherbrook mansion."


  "He just up and left everything he'd had in Philadelphia to come home to help his gran. Isn't he sweet?"


  "Well, I heard he had to come here because he'd lost everything in some shady business deal."


  "I heard he's some kind of genius. Went to Penn State on a full scholarship."


  "No way."


  "Yeah way. Graduated top of his class just a few years ago."


  "Then why would he come back here to work construction on some old house?"


  "He loves his gran."


  "Oh." Sigh. "So sweet."


  "Yeah." Sigh.


  Jordan didn't know whether to tell the two gossips to shut the hell up or grab a coffee and hunker down in the break room with them like a wide-eyed teenage girl hearing all about the cute new kid in school. He did neither, instead stealing a short reprieve in his office between patients.


  It was then that it occurred to him that he now had Cal's cell number in his phone and he'd be a damn fool not to use it. He masterminded his method of attack while he stored Cal's number in his contacts.


  What he came up with was downright brilliant.


  Hey.


  For the first time in years he carried his personal phone in his pocket during working hours. He waited anxiously for the responding vibration. It was with an embarrassing amount of relief that he finally read the reply he figured was grudgingly returned. He couldn't be sure why that thought made him smile all the more.


  Hey back.


  You didn't crush your dog in your sleep, did you? Yeah. He was good at this.


  No.


  It came almost an hour later, and it made Jordan laugh out loud, surprising the girls who watched him constantly between scattering their crumbs of information around him. It gave him that much more pleasure to let them wonder about it.


  Can I call you later?


  No.


  Why not?


  I told you to call me Cal.


  Smartass. I'll call you at 10:00.


  No.


  Jordan hesitated, sure the wisest thing to do would be to leave the man alone. That, however, was out of the question.


  Don't want to talk to me?


  It took another hour to receive a response. Jordan scowled, not impressed with himself. If he hadn't had his work to occupy him, he'd probably be sitting there staring at the phone like a lovesick fool.


  Didn't say that.


  Well, hmm.


  Should I stop texting you?


  Again he waited. And waited.


  No.


  Jordan grinned like a lovesick fool for the rest of the day.


  ****


  He lived for the random moments he was able to touch base with Cal in such a simple way. The most ridiculous conversations made him grin for hours.


  What's your favorite color?


  Seriously?


  Just trying to get to know you.


  OK. I'm color blind.


  Really?


  No.


  He wasn't to be deterred.


  Whatcha doin'?


  Balancing on the precipice of madness. You?


  ---


  How 'bout now?


  Watching my dog shit. You?


  ---


  Not sure I should even ask...


  I wouldn't.


  Jordan had so often rolled his eyes at his son's insistence on the use of texts to communicate. But he was now convinced it was the most brilliant discovery ever. He learned quickly that Cal was sharp and funny and not a little bit sarcastic. He learned that the length of time Cal took to respond was determined entirely on how personal the question.


  When, after three days—and nights—of frequent texts, Cal finally initiated the conversation, Jordan almost sprang from his chair in orgasmic delight.


  The text that drove him to such a frenzy?


  Mornin'.


  Of course he realized he should have been disgusted with what a sap he was, and he would have been if a) anyone else had seen him—anyone at all—and b) he wasn't so preposterously happy. It was, however, only a baby step, as he discovered only moments later.


  Go out with me.


  No.


  Coffee?


  No.


  Call you?


  This time, the fact that he waited encouraged him. At least he knew Cal was considering it.


  Fine.


  He'd take it.


  ****


  Every month or so the large Petco in town opened the back of their store to the animal shelter so they could display and hopefully find homes for their current boarders. This Saturday found Jordan and Thomas at the store early to meet several other volunteers. Jordan took the opportunity to check over any new arrivals as well as offer his assistance with the adoptions or questions from pet owners.


  He had just tucked away the last of a litter of kittens when he heard the unmistakable screech of Mrs. Miller's voice. Taking a bracing breath, already filling with a cloud of perfume, he turned to greet her. He wasn't prepared for her to grab his arm and drag him with her. He shot a startled look over his shoulder at Thomas but the little punk just grinned and shrugged, helpless, it seemed, to come to Jordan's aid.


  "You have to see this, Dr. Mac." Mrs. Miller looked a tinge hyper, but not panicked, so Jordan followed—by choice, damn it—curious to see what had caused the peculiar gleam in her eye.


  Rounding the corner, he stopped short at the sight before him. Standing in the middle of an aisle of collars and leashes stood Cal. He held a fluff of white close up to his neck in one hand, his other hand rested on his hip. He was staring down in obvious disbelief and mounting hostility at the massive Winston backed up against his legs.


  But that wasn't the surprising part. Winston—the laziest, most apathetic animal Jordan had ever encountered—was actually growling at the young man in a Petco shirt standing against the rack across the aisle from Cal. Winston didn't appear overly aggressive, the boy wasn't in danger in Jordan's opinion, but the dog was certainly making his point.


  "What—" Jordan's eyes lit from Mrs. Miller to Cal to the boy. Mrs. Miller rushed forward. Jordan hurried ahead, immediately stepping between the young man and the dog. "What's happening?"


  Cal met his eyes and Jordan did his damnedest to not react to the annoyance on the man's face. Seeing Jordan apparently did little, if anything, to calm him. Calm wasn't exactly the reaction Jordan was having either, for that matter.


  Mrs. Miller started babbling. "We were just here to pick up a new rawhide chew when Winston trotted off down the aisle." Her hands were doing the fluttering thing again. He noticed the tips of her fingers were a brilliant pink today. She waved them back and forth between Cal and the employee.


  "Apparently he didn't like this young man talking to Mr. Sherbrook, because he jumped right in between them and started growling at..." A hand waved helplessly at the boy.


  "Uh. It's Lee." The boy croaked, eyes remaining warily on the dog. Winston had relaxed marginally upon Jordan's arrival, but Lee remained motionless where he stood.


  "It looked to Winston like Lee here was flirting with Cal—"


  "I was only offering to help! It's my job!" Lee defended himself, though Jordan thought he looked a bit like he'd been caught with a hand in the cookie jar.


  "—and Winston didn't like it one bit." Mrs. Miller finished as if the poor kid hadn't spoken a word.


  "Lee." Jordan turned to him, the Adult in Charge taking control. "Why don't you go ahead and get back to work."


  "She," he tipped his head towards Mrs. Miller. "She told me to wait here."


  "And so you have." Jordan clapped him on the shoulder, turning him none too subtly away from the dog. He deliberately did not react to the growl that came from behind him. "We're good now. You go ahead."


  Lee hesitated only a second longer before scurrying away. Jordan returned his attention to Cal, who was staring at him as if he'd somehow orchestrated the entire ordeal. The second the boy was out of their sight the dog relaxed heavily onto Cal's boots.


  "Winston." Jordan commanded the dog with his tone and a single pat on his leg. The lazy dog sighed, but levered himself up, lumbering over to plop himself right back down on Jordan instead. Jordan smiled at Cal. The man was flushed and obviously riled, but he stood there with that little pup curled against him all protective-like and it completely ruined the effect. Not that Jordan was going to be the dumb-ass to tell him that. Besides, he was just so thrilled to see Cal's face again he couldn't have stopped smiling if he'd tried.


  "Picking up boys at the pet store, are we?" Jordan couldn't help provoking him.


  "I was not," Cal spat. "This damn cretin just hurled himself into me. Again." Jordan would never have been able to explain why the dark-eyed man's ire was so damn appealing to him. "I was trying to find a few things and the kid offered to help. It is his job, you know."


  Jordan's grin just grew. "Relax, Cal. I was only teasing." He nudged the dog from his feet and snatched the leash from the floor. Walking much closer to Cal than necessary, he whispered, "Stay." Then, ignoring Cal's quick intake of breath, he handed the dog over to Mrs. Miller and nudged her gently on her way. When he turned back he had to laugh at the stunned look on Cal's face.


  "You... just ordered me to stay." He looked and sounded incredulous. But Jordan hadn't imagined that reaction and he certainly wasn't imagining the thickening behind the man's snug—and growing snugger—jeans.


  "I did." Jordan agreed, stepping closer and speaking quietly. "And you did."


  Jordan was fascinated, watching Cal's mouth work before sound finally came out. "Only because I was stunned stupid that you actually used your dog voice on me!"


  Jordan was truly enjoying himself. "It was supposed to be funny, Cal." He tilted his head and waited while Cal studied him. When he finally relaxed—marginally—Jordan figured he believed him. Or at least realized he couldn't prove him a liar.


  "Well it wasn't." Cal huffed and turned his back to Jordan, staring at the huge array of collars hanging on the racks, though Jordan was confident he wasn't seeing them.


  Jordan chuckled and stepped close behind the man, chest brushing against his broad back, making sure Cal felt his breath on his neck. "I'll call you later."


  Cal didn't say a word, but Jordan could feel the tension radiating off him in waves. Confident he'd successfully rattled him, he turned and left Cal to his thoughts. Of which there were obviously many.


  ****


  Jordan and Thomas were just finishing their run the following Saturday morning. Despite several nights of little sleep, he felt energized and younger than he had in years. He'd been calling Cal every night, slowly working through the man's initial resistance until he gave in and talked. It had been like pulling teeth at first, but Cal was ever so slowly opening up and Jordan was falling deeper and deeper into his fascination with the enigmatic man. He would suffer endless nights of raging erections and disruptive dreams if that's what it took.


  He let his instincts lead him. It worked for the animals, after all, right? Random texts during the day and the phone calls at night hadn't gotten Cal to share much more than the basics but he was getting a definite feel for the man. And every scrap Cal offered left Jordan craving more.


  His own growing needs had him pushing even harder at work, at the gym, waking at ridiculous times of the night with an aching groin. Jordan couldn't remember anyone ever getting under his skin this way. He wanted Cal with a ferocity he would have feared if he wasn't so damn driven to have.


  Jordan rolled his shoulders and paced up and down the sidewalk to cool down from the run, thinking about the straight up ridiculous number of times he'd jacked off in the past two weeks. He hadn't been this wound up since he'd discovered boys really, really did it for him far more than girls ever had.


  Thomas was already on his phone chatting away to his friend Kody while they walked the last stretch to the house. Jordan was only listening with half an ear as they made their way into the kitchen. He was downing a giant glass of water when his emergency cell rang. Only mildly concerned to see Mrs. Miller's number on the display, he was still a little breathless when he answered.


  "Dr. Mac!" Mrs. Miller sounded—not surprisingly—frantic on the other end. "I need you to come quick!"


  "Calm down, Mrs. Miller. Tell me what's happening." Jordan wasn't worried yet. He'd received more than one call from Mrs. Miller when she'd overfed Winston ice cream or she'd lost him when he'd napped somewhere hidden for too long.


  "Okay." She took a loud breath. "I was on my way to the park with Winston when he suddenly insisted we stop at the home improvement store. You know the one off—"


  "I know the one." Jordan interrupted, trying to keep her on topic, if there was one. He nodded at Thomas, who was indicating he was heading for the shower.


  "Oh, okay." He could hear the jangling of her jewelry as she made gestures he couldn't see but could easily imagine. "Well, I decided I could pick up some spring seeds to plant anyway, so why not go ahead and stop?"


  Why not, indeed, thought Jordan, jabbing himself between the eyes with his middle finger. Oh, yeah, maybe because taking directions from your barely conscious dog is bat-shit crazy? Aloud, he said, "Go on."


  "So I pulled into the parking lot, and the minute I opened the door Winston barreled right over me and out the door, and the next thing I knew he was running around the side of the building and into the lumber yard!" And there was The Voice only this woman could produce. Jordan desperately tried to ignore it and concentrate instead on what it was saying.


  "What do you mean?" He wasn't comprehending. "He ran away from you?" He was completely stunned. Not only did the dog rarely venture more than a few yards away, it was with even greater reluctance that he ran... anywhere. Ever.


  "Yes!" Mrs. Miller shrieked. "He's in there now behind the huge stacks of lumber and he won't come out, and the manager is getting really angry, and I don't know what to do!"


  "Okay," Jordan drew the word out, thinking. He was at a loss. "I'm not sure what you want me to do, Mrs. Miller."


  "Can you come?" Her pleading voice may have actually been worse. "He listens to you, kind of. He'll probably come right out to you, you know, because of the way he, well, you know."


  Jordan sighed. She was probably right. But he wasn't happy about it. "I'll be there as soon as I can."


  "Please hurry!" Egad, the decibel of the screech in her voice was directly proportionate to the level of her hysteria.


  He checked his watch, debating running out as he was and trying to return to shower, or just making them wait. He decided a quick rinse in the shower would be best for everyone, since he had no idea how long this was going to take.


  Jordan didn't know what to expect, but it sure as hell wasn't what he found. As he rounded the back of the building to the lumber warehouse, he could see Mrs. Miller gesturing wildly to the oversized manager, identified with quick deductive reasoning based on the clipboard clenched in the man's hand that wasn't planted on his hip. A hip that was remarkably smaller than the broad shoulders that sprang from them in a wide vee. As he shifted to say something to Mrs. Miller, the man's back obliterated virtually any view of her.


  Jordan cleared his throat to announce his presence. "Excuse me. Mrs. Miller?"


  The giant swung around at the interruption. Jordan braced himself for hostility but was surprised to see wide hazel eyes whose calm was only slightly marred with perfectly understandable frustration. Jordan smiled, relieved at not having to defuse an irate manager. In fact, he was rather nice to look at, he admitted, when he received a genuine smile in return.


  "I'm Jordan Mackenzie." He offered his hand, which was pleasantly enveloped in its entirety by a warmer, rougher hand. "I may be able to get Winston out of there." He nodded his head towards the pile of lumber without breaking eye contact. He wasn't blind, after all.


  "Nate Daniels." He held Jordan's hand a little longer—the universal sign for 'ooh, pretty'—before releasing him. "And I'll be impressed if you can."


  Jordan could only hope to impress. He walked deliberately to a spot he knew the dog would be able to spot him. "Winston." He pulled out his Master-of-all-Animals Voice. "Come."


  The grunt could be heard from where he stood, but it meant the beast was moving. He slowly walked towards Jordan, stubby tail wagging in what, for Winston, belied ecstasy, even as it probably appeared to the ordinary bystander to be downright sluggish.


  Jordan heard Nate and Mrs. Miller approaching behind him, but he kept his attention on the dog, encouraging him with his firm but gentle tone. "That's a boy." He knelt to greet the dog, who nudged him under the chin with his wet nose and chuffed in his face. Jordan laughed and stood, not at all surprised to feel the dog's heavy belly on his feet and his warm back pressed to his shins.


  Jordan grinned at Nate and shot him a cheeky wink. "So? What do I win?" He teased, and then started with surprise when Winston grumbled low in his throat.


  Nate didn't hear the dog, or he chose to ignore him. He laughed, all twinkling eyes and engaging as could be. "How 'bout dinner?"


  "How 'bout no."


  They turned in surprise at the angry voice. Standing barely within hearing distance now stood a tightly compact young man, flashing daggers with his bright blue eyes, and beside him stood a decidedly neutral-faced Cal. Jordan was inordinately happy to see the chocolate eyes he'd been dreaming about only a few short hours ago. They must have just entered the yard from the building because they sure hadn't been there when Jordan arrived. The appeal of the beefy manager faded significantly, all of the sudden.


  "Doctor," Cal drawled, sharp eyes quickly taking in the scene before him as his eyebrow rose. "Are we interrupting?"


  "I..." Jordan glanced again at the fuming young blond facing off against the giant who apparently stood too close to Jordan. "I'm actually not sure," he said before turning inquiring eyes towards Nate.


  "Er. Everything okay here, Nate?" Jordan seemed to snap the dumbstruck man out of his stupor. Shaking his head, Nate blinked at Jordan before smiling. The wide smile created charming laugh lines and dimples and showed his nice white teeth. It also caused simultaneous growls from Winston and the younger man, whose face flushed red with anger.


  "No. It's not okay." All eyes flew once again to the slightly built man.


  "Take it easy, pipsqueak." Jordan winced when the hot blue eyes darted back to Nate.


  "Good God, man." Jordan hissed. "Don't make it worse!"


  Nate clapped him on the shoulder hard enough to unbalance him. "Can't really make it any worse," he chuckled, and then stepped around him to stalk—there could be no better description—towards the fiery blond. He draped an arm over the young man, who resisted mightily but was no match against the sheer mass he fought. "This little spitfire is Alex." He leaned towards Jordan, still grinning all over the place. "I think he's jealous."


  Alex shouldered himself out from under the muscled arm only because he was allowed. "I am not." He tried valiantly not to pout, Jordan could tell. It was adorable, actually. "I was just coming to get you to help this guy, er, gentleman, and saw this sh..., er, business going down with the dog."


  Damned if he wasn't a sweet little catch. Jordan had to admire the tight body paired with shiny blond hair, nice lips, and gorgeous eyes. And caught he was, if Jordan was reading this whole thing correctly.


  He raised an eyebrow at Cal, who sidled up next to him and murmured, "We were on our way to fencing supplies when he spotted you all out here. Little dude took off like a rocket." He nodded towards the arguing men. "Got here just in time to hear the invitation to dinner."


  "Yeah, doesn't look like that's going to happen." Jordan laughed.


  "But it would have?" Cal's mouth snapped shut with an audible clacking of teeth. "Never mind. It's none of my business." He grumbled, leaning down to pat Winston who was, now that Nate was gone and Cal was there, completely uninterested in the trivial human drama going on around him. Except that he had now scooted over Jordan's feet enough to rest his drooling mug on Cal's boot.


  "Ugh." Jordan gave him credit for gently removing his foot rather than yanking it out from under the big dog's head, but he was still caught up on the question. Hmm. Seemed Cal was maybe a little concerned about the answer.


  "Is this dog the town mascot or something?" Cal groused, moving away from him. And Jordan. Jordan just barely caught himself from reaching for him. Instead, he observed, fascinated all over again by the rough exterior so tenuously shielding what appeared to be a broken interior.


  So curious. Jordan hummed to himself. So damned appealing.


  But Mrs. Miller abruptly chimed in, all excited and flushed. "See?" Jordan jumped at the shriek, having managed to almost forget she was there. She reached for the leash in Jordan's hand. He was more than happy to hand it over. "I told you! I should have known my Winston had his reasons for wanting to come here today."


  Jordan shook his head in bemusement. She giggled with glee and waved a hand impatiently towards the other two men like he was daft. Glancing at them, Jordan noticed they were also now gaping at her.


  "He's a matchmaker," she declared triumphantly, with a long, meaningful stare that somehow managed to include both him and Cal. And with that, she tugged the leash and dragged Winston from the yard. He could have sworn that dog looked smug.


  The four men stared at one another before Jordan and Nate broke into loud laughter. Alex and Cal were far less amused.


  Still chuckling, Jordan shared a knowing nod with Nate. "You go ahead and take care of your boy, there, Nate. We'll meet you in the fencing supplies."


  Nate's grin only grew when Alex sputtered, "I am not his boy." What could he say? Jordan couldn't resist.


  Watching the two walk into the building—Nate reaching for Alex, only to be batted away time and again—Jordan had to say he was delighted with the outcome of the odd morning.


  Turning his full attention to Cal, Jordan couldn't miss the sudden wariness in the darker man's expression. "It was just a bit of harmless flirting," Jordan assured him. "I had no intention—"


  "It doesn't matter," Cal cut him off. Prickly again, he noted. Hmm. "You can do whatever you want."


  Jordan narrowed his eyes and stepped closer. Cal froze. "I think it does matter." He moved closer still. Cal was coiled tight, and tempting as sin, but ready to bolt at the slightest infraction. Slowly, Jordan raised a hand and ran a single knuckle over Cal's unshaven jaw. The rasp of whiskers almost covered the sound of Cal's breathlessness before he jerked his head away and stepped back. The flare of arousal had been as unmistakable as the sudden retreat.


  Curiouser and curiouser, thought Jordan. But he didn't push. Keeping his voice casual, he moved towards the building. "Building a fence for the pup, then?"


  Cal was watching the ground as he walked. "Yeah." He exhaled slowly and appeared to be focusing entirely on breathing. "We're ready to get started on the house. The rest of the crew will be rolling in on Monday, so I'll need to be able to leave him home alone."


  Jordan nodded. They'd actually talked in depth about the restoration project he was heading at his grandmother's family mansion. It seemed to be the only topic so far that made Cal comfortable enough to actually ramble.


  "I might be able to get you some cheap labor."


  Cal shot him a sideways look but raised his eyebrows. "How's that?"


  "Thomas and his buddy are always looking for work. I won't let him get an after school job because I'm a tyrant who insists his academics and extracurricular activities come first during the school year, so he picks up work on the weekends when he can and busts his ass all summer."


  "Huh." Cal thought for a minute before he shrugged. "Sure, I guess. I'd really like to get this thing knocked out. Why don't you send him out?"


  "I'll call him."


  "Okay." They were at the entrance. Jordan brushed a hand down Cal's arm, just needing to touch. God, he was sinew and strength, muscles bunching beneath his touch. He somehow resisted grabbing for more. "I'd better get to work."


  Cal nodded while he shivered and rubbed his arm. Jordan wondered if he even realized he was doing it. He threw on his most brilliant smile and shot Cal a cocky wink before turning to leave.


  "I'll swing by later and check out your fence." Jordan tossed it over his shoulder as he walked away, not allowing Cal room to protest. He turned back when he reached the outer fence and was rewarded with the sight of Cal still standing there staring after him. He couldn't read his face from there, but the fact that he remained was good enough for now.


  ****


  The day dragged by in an excruciating loop of visuals. Cal pounding posts into the ground for his fence, wearing nothing but tight, faded jeans and a low-slung tool belt. Cal perspiring in the afternoon sun, stopping to douse himself (in slow motion, naturally) with a somehow bottomless bottle of water. Eternally grateful for the shapeless length of his lab coat, Jordan suffered through his imaginings half hard the entire morning.


  By the time Jordan had ushered out the last minute drop-in and finished his paperwork, his half-day had lasted until late afternoon. Finally, though, he was on his way. He was as anxious to see his boy as he'd been on his first date. Jordan froze with his hand on the key in the ignition. He'd just thought of Cal as his boy. And judging by the beat of his heart and the swelling of his cock, he liked the idea a whole lot.


  Several miles out of town, the foliage thickened and the earth seemed to quiet. Jordan turned the radio off and slowed to take the turn that would wind him through woods just beginning to hint at the green to come. He realized he barely remembered the drive beyond automatic turns and stopping at reds. His mind had been consumed with highly adult-rated daydreams involving a particularly handsome carpenter.


  The former plantation-style house stood somewhat worn but strong, stately and white, columns and wraparound porch included. It looked ready for Cal's crew, half surrounded by scaffolding.


  Around the back of the house and beyond the stables that had been converted to modern garages years ago, a small forest bordered the estate. Just beyond was the overgrown drive that led to the old caretaker's cottage. Cottage being a relative term, in this case, since it referred to a house easily big enough for a small family.


  He parked next to the older model sedan Kody drove and studied the house. Barely out of the vehicle before the front door flew open, Jordan squinted against the sun. He grinned at Cal's grandmother, wondering how this seventy-six-year-old woman managed to somehow combine regal authority with bohemian love child and make it work.


  Nina smiled warmly and trotted down the steps as spry as a twenty-year-old. Warm, thin hands clasped Jordan's as he bent to receive a quick kiss on his cheek. "Nina." He held her arms wide. "You look amazing, as always."


  "Oh, hush now." But she was beaming. "I was so thrilled to see Thomas and his friend show up to help Cal with the fence, I couldn't resist the chance to bring some treats down. That son of yours is more handsome every time I see him."


  "Judging by his cell phone bill, you're not the only one who thinks that," Jordan laughed. "How's Brutus settling in?"


  "Oh, we just call him B." She laughed and wrapped her hand around Jordan's elbow, directing him around the house. "Brutus was just too big a name for the little thing."


  "B. That's cute." He hid his frown, wondering why Cal wouldn't have mentioned that. He shook his head. It was strange, the things Cal kept to himself, as if releasing them would be handing over just that little bit too much of himself.


  They entered through the open door into a freshly remodeled house decorated in soothing earth tones. He immediately felt welcome. His eyes lifted to the loft, the space lit brightly by sun shining through a window he couldn't see. Hardwood floors gleamed in the open design. It was inviting and comfortable. "Cal must feel quite at home here."


  "I think he does." Nina glanced around with a keen eye, obviously pleased with the results. But then she sighed, and Jordan caught a hint of sadness in it.


  "Well, I'll leave you here." She moved towards the entrance. "You'll find him out the kitchen door."


  "You're not staying?" Jordan asked, a little puzzled that she would leave.


  "He sees me enough," she answered with a smile. "He needs company other than my old bones."


  Jordan laughed. "It's always good seeing you, Nina."


  "You too, dear." She left quietly and Jordan glanced around the room, eyes returning to the loft, imagining a naked Cal bathed in that golden light, before heading towards the kitchen.


  ****


  The sight before him was his wet dream come true. Cal was, in fact, bare-chested in his torn and dirty jeans. A tool belt did, in fact, hang low on his hips, tugging ever so temptingly at the waistband of those jeans. His tanned torso was gleaming with sweat, shoulders growing pink in the sun. He had just enough hair on his chest to shadow the valley between his pecs. And make Jordan's fingers itch to feel.


  His mouth went dry when Cal stood to listen intently to something Thomas was saying. Jordan appreciated the complete attention he gave the teen-aged boy. He sighed out loud when Cal dragged a hand through his hair, pulling it back from his forehead where it had clung in damp curls. A professional posing such a picture couldn't have done it better. Cal's moving to remove his tool-belt and set it aside was damn near pornographic. Like he should be bending over that fence and begging Jordan to take him like he meant it.


  But then Cal did something that was to be the end of rational, take-it-slow Jordan. The stunning man threw his head back and laughed. Open and carefree and loud, abs clenched into ridges, eyes squinted almost closed in absolute delight, laughter. The wide smile, white teeth, laugh lines, and an inner shine transformed the solemn man before his very eyes. Jordan could do nothing but stare, completely mesmerized. His heart pounded audibly in his chest, and he rubbed at it through his shirt.


  The two sweaty teens were suddenly moving past him, saying something about getting drinks, and Jordan nodded to them absently. He barely realized he was moving until Cal turned, alerted to his presence by the tiny woof from Brutus, er, B. The smile faded from those beautiful lips and dark chocolate eyes stared, turning more and more cautious the closer Jordan came. They were almost toe to toe. Jordan's attention dropped from the suspicious eyes to the clenched jaw and stubborn mouth before he frowned and lifted his hand to touch a fingertip to Cal's firm bottom lip.


  "What?" Cal clearly tried for obstinate but blinked rapidly at Jordan, undermining the effect. Jordan could feel Cal's struggle to allow the contact and was proud of his boy's refusal to back down.


  Jordan tugged Cal's lip hard enough it had to sting and finally lifted his gaze to meet Cal's eyes. He made sure he had Cal's undivided attention before he said, "I would give anything to watch you do that again."


  Cal tensed even more and narrowed his eyes. "What do you mean?" Jordan couldn't tell if Cal was more irritated with his reaction to Jordan or his inability to hide it.


  "I mean... I feel like I've been cheated. Like you've kept this incredible secret from me by never letting me hear you laugh. Or see you smile like that."


  "Like what?" Oh, yeah, Jordan thought. Breathless was good.


  "Like… with your whole being."


  Cal's cheeks flushed and he snatched his head away, looking almost wounded. "Come. On." He snarled, turning away from Jordan. "Give me a break."


  "No." Jordan's tone stopped Cal in his tracks.


  He glared at Jordan over his shoulder. "No?"


  Hostile was less good.


  "No." Jordan stood firm. His muscles actually ached with the effort to appear calm when everything in him wanted to rush to the man and hold him tight until he submitted. "Come back here."


  His pulse pounded and he had to remember to exhale while he waited. Cal didn't move. His eyes were locked on Jordan's as if trying to find... something. Whatever the man needed, Jordan was willing to give it.


  "Cal." It wasn't a plea, but it was close. "Come. Here." As Jordan waited, he felt the pressure build in him, absorbing every emotion Cal experienced. He saw fear, indecision, desire, everything Cal felt in that eternal suspension of time he spent studying what seemed like the very depths of Jordan's soul. Jordan couldn't have opened himself more at that moment. He felt brutally exposed, but he wasn't hiding anything. Cal would know it in an instant, and that would be the end.


  The standoff had Jordan fully, impossibly erect and straining against his khakis. There was no hiding it from Cal, should he be compelled to look, but Jordan wasn't about to hide his reaction from the man who did this to him.


  Finally—God, finally—Cal's expression seemed to settle on one exquisite emotion. Want. Jordan could barely think when Cal took that first step toward him. He could hear Cal's breathing, imagined he could hear his pulse pounding in time with his own, but then Cal was there, standing closer to Jordan than he'd ever been.


  "I think I've given you enough breaks," Jordan said softly but with the confidence of one absolutely certain of what he wants. He wasn't giving Cal any room to doubt him. He framed Cal's face in his hands, holding him still so he could finally taste the man who'd been tormenting him so sweetly.


  The first brush of lips brought matching sighs. Cal's eyes fluttered closed, and his lips parted. Jordan tilted his head and melded their mouths together, gently at first, lingering over the smooth, soft skin, but he couldn't help himself. He pressed closer, harder, needing more. Cal's mouth opened under his, and he drove his tongue inside, tangling with Cal's, tasting him, consuming him.


  Cal remained passive only a moment before he was meeting Jordan's kisses with his own. Jordan groaned when Cal's tongue came for him. They battled and retreated and teased and tormented. Cal's hands gripped Jordan's hips and pulled their bodies closer. Jordan slid one hand into Cal's hair, tangling roughly in it to hold him while he plundered. His other arm banded tightly around Cal's firm waist to grind their groins together. Their bodies seemed to move of their own accord, thrusting together, seeking more and more.


  Jordan finally had to pull away, gasping for air and clenching his jaw, fighting hard for control. Resting his forehead against Cal's, he gave a breathless chuckle and murmured, "Holy God, I just about came in my pants like a damn teen—"


  They gasped simultaneously, immediately coming to their senses. Lifting their heads they scanned the yard looking for Thomas and Kody. Finding only an empty lawn and a half-done fence, Jordan remembered the boys had left them alone. They relaxed somewhat and Jordan turned his attention to Cal's neck, licking the salty sweat and humming in approval before brushing his mouth again with his own.


  "Gawd. Aren't you done yet?" Thomas's voice rang with humor and Jordan raised his eyes to see him standing in the doorway. He didn't move away from Cal. He wasn't willing to let go just yet, so he held him close when he was sure the man would have bolted. Probably better for innocent eyes if they waited a minute anyway.


  The two boys had fresh sodas in their hands, and Thomas snuggled a content B against his shoulder. Kody stared slack-jawed, and Jordan tipped his head in his direction, indicating to Thomas he should take care of that.


  Thomas glanced over at his friend and laughed, chucking him under the chin with his can to remind him to close his mouth.


  "Oh. My. God." Kody breathed. Jordan braced himself, feeling Cal tense even more beneath his hands. Cal dropped his head back and closed his eyes with a pained groan. Waiting. Jordan waited too, but did not in his wildest dreams expect to hear, "That was so hot."


  Thomas snorted loudly and elbowed the shorter, lighter boy through the door. "Dude, shut up. That's my dad." But his eyes were a little extra bright, and he met Jordan's gaze with a look shining with approval and pride.


  Kody blushed to the roots of his hair, but he still stared. "I don't care, man. That was the hottest thing I've ever seen." He bounced on the balls of his feet. "Do it again?"


  ****


  Jordan was still waiting to do it again several hours later. He paced the floor of his kitchen, eyeing the lowering sun and wondering if he'd been stood up. Cal had kicked him out, refusing to let him help, promising that he and the teens would finish up for the day and meet him here for dinner. Jordan was thrilled to have him in his home. Or he would be if he ever showed up.


  "Relax, Dad. He'll be here." Thomas came into the kitchen and stuck his head in the fridge. He emerged with two bottles of water tucked in his arm. He disappeared again and reappeared with a handful of baby carrots, one already caught between his teeth. Jordan had stopped for a few groceries and come home to shower and prepare the steaks he was going to grill.


  He'd been followed shortly by Thomas and Kody, both of whom were also freshly showered now. The three of them padded bare-footed around the house in assorted shades of jeans and t-shirts.


  Jordan caught sight of Kody hovering in the doorway. "C'mon in, Kody. Something to drink?" He was doing his best to ignore the curious way Kody watched him, desperately hoping the kid would get over it quickly.


  Thomas tossed Kody a bottle of water and shoved him out the door, hissing not at all quietly, "Knock it off, dude. You're creeping out my dad."


  "I can't help it, T, he's so..." Kody's voice faded, thankfully. Jordan snorted, amused but relieved. He'd heard enough, and it was time to get back to worrying if Cal was going to bail on him. He eyed the clock and decided he should get the steaks on the grill soon if he didn't want the teen-aged garbage disposals to gut the refrigerator because he'd failed to feed them quickly enough.


  He waited until Thomas finally threatened to start gnawing on the woodwork if he wasn't fed soon. Jordan exhaled a loud sigh and headed for the grill with the plate loaded with steaks. He had to acknowledge that he just might have pushed Cal too hard. He'd reacted completely on instinct, feeling pretty good about the results, but he'd hated leaving Cal alone with time to reconsider, which is exactly what it seemed he'd done.


  Jordan scoffed under his breath, turning from the grill to return the dirty plate to the kitchen. He would not pout, damn it. He was telling himself that for the third time when he heard the knock. His heart jumped in his chest like a freaking tween-aged girl, but he was Lord of the Manor when he opened the door.


  Cal looked dark and intense and shiny and new. Freshly shaved, hair curling as it dried from the shower, he wore clean denim with a black T-shirt. He clasped a six-pack of some kind of imported beer in one hand. His snuffling white dog held against his chest with the other was the only thing keeping Jordan from dragging him in by a handful of T-shirt and throwing him against the door to have his way with him.


  Instead, he settled for stepping to the side of the door so Cal could enter, then nudging him back against it and planting a hot, possessive kiss on his lips. He lingered, rubbing his face against Cal's like a cat. "Mm. Smooth." He added a brush of fingers across Cal's jaw before releasing him.


  Cal shifted uncomfortably and shoved the six-pack towards him, so Jordan took the hint and backed off. "Relax, sweetheart. We are going to talk later. But right now, let's just get these kids fed and enjoy what's left of the beautiful day." He stole a quick kiss. "Okay?"


  Thomas's dog, a very old basset hound, moseyed into the kitchen and sat at Cal's feet. She waited patiently for introductions, accustomed as she was to welcoming guests into their home. Jordan rubbed her head, making her long ears flop. "This is Sadie. She takes her job as hostess very seriously."


  "Um." Cal blinked at the dog, whose sad brown eyes somehow managed to appear maternal.


  "Put B down, and she'll show him the ropes." Cal hesitated, but Jordan nodded his encouragement, and the protective man carefully set the pup down so the dogs could sniff each other out. Seconds later, the two trotted off like lifelong friends.


  Jordan laughed at the look on Cal's face. Or he might have just been giddy as a school girl that the man finally stood in front of him as a guest—a date—in his home. "I bring a lot of strays home. She's gotten pretty used to it."


  Cal nodded and followed Jordan, who suddenly remembered the steaks on the grill. "Damn." He handed Cal a bottle of beer and set the rest in the fridge. "Follow me," Jordan tossed over his shoulder. "I think I need to save the meat." He hurried through the sliding glass door and left it open for Cal.


  Thomas and Kody were tossing a baseball, hanging out in the backyard that was several steps down from the wide patio. Jordan called out to Thomas, "You got that salad ready, son?"


  "Yeah, Dad." He snatched the ball from the air easily with his mitt. "Is it time?" He caught sight of Cal behind him. "Oh, hey, Cal. You made it."


  "Hey." Cal smiled at Thomas and nodded at Kody, who was staring again. "Kody."


  "Uh, hey, Cal."


  Jordan turned his back to the boys. "Kid's been watching me like a science experiment since they got here."


  Cal took a sip from the sweating beer bottle. "Yeah, he was all kinds of weird after you left." He grimaced. "I was hoping he'd be done with it by now."


  "No such luck." Jordan directed Cal towards the table already set for dinner. "Grab a seat." His eyes burned their way over Cal from head to toe. Jordan growled low in his chest. "Hurry up before I make another scene that poor Kody will never forget." He stepped close and brushed against Cal on his way to the door. "God, you're tempting." The quick flash of heat in Cal's eyes—and his cheeks—made Jordan pause for a quick kiss that only increased the tight ache in his groin.


  Cal moved quickly to the nearest chair, propping an ankle over his knee and cupping his bottle strategically in his lap. Jordan smiled, not so subtly adjusting his own length on his way back inside for a beer for himself. He grabbed everything they needed for dinner and piled it all on a tray to save trips.


  Leaving the tray on the table, Jordan took a stack of plates to the grill and started serving. "I can pretty much manage medium rare or charred beyond recognition. The medium rare are ready now. If you want charred, you'll have to wait."


  Cal chuckled. "Well, temped as I am by the latter, I'm too hungry to wait."


  "You got it." Jordan glanced over his shoulder, and then did a quick double-take. "You look good there."


  Cal groaned and rubbed his face.


  "What?"


  "You have to stop." Cal's cheeks flushed. He twisted the bottle of beer in his hand. "I don't know how to respond to these things you say."


  "Then you haven't heard them enough."


  Cal grunted, and Jordan turned his attention back to the grill, swallowing the anger at whatever or whoever had caused Cal to reject any attention he received.


  With the internal timing only hungry teen-aged boys seem to have mastered, Thomas and Kody clattered up the steps to join them at the table. Thomas dealt with the tray, handing the loaded salad to Cal to serve himself and pass along.


  The weight of silence that descended around the table made Jordan feel a bit guilty. People only concentrated on their plates with that kind of intensity when they were beyond your basic hungry.


  Not surprisingly, it was Kody who spoke first. "Dude, you gonna be hiring workers for your restoration job?" Kody asked Cal. Jordan noticed he hadn't actually eaten a bite yet. Probably been busy staring, he thought with a sigh, and then stabbed his fork towards Kody's plate in the universal parenting sign for 'eat your dinner.' He grunted with satisfaction when the boy stabbed a tomato from his salad and obediently ate it.


  "Probably." Cal nodded. "I'm sure I'll need some general laborers."


  "We're general laborers!" Thomas and Kody reacted at exactly the same time. Jordan and Cal laughed.


  Cal narrowed his eyes at them. "I have one condition."


  "Anything!" Kody was on the edge of his seat. Jordan shook his head and focused on his food.


  "You have to stop calling me 'dude,'" Cal said.


  Kody just stared at him blankly for a second before breaking out a huge grin. "Yes, sir!"


  Cal groaned and dragged a hand over his face. "Ugh. Okay. 'Dude' it is."


  "Me too?" Thomas asked, eager to cement their summer employment.


  Cal sighed loudly. "Fine. You can call me 'dude,' too."


  Jordan choked on his laugh, and Thomas rolled his eyes. "I mean do I have a job, too?"


  "Oh. Sure. Yeah." Cal grinned and chuckled at the excited teens.


  ****


  Jordan settled into the corner of the sofa and took a sip of his fresh beer before setting it on the coffee table. Thomas and Kody had not so subtly decided they should go 'hang' at Kody's, so they'd finished the dishes quickly and he and Cal were finally alone. Jordan had left the dogs happily exploring the backyard and getting to know each other.


  Arms spread casually across the back of the sofa, Jordan watched intently as Cal made his way towards him. When he hesitated, weighing his seating options, Jordan grabbed his hand and tugged. Propping one leg up against the cushions and one foot on the floor, Jordan tucked Cal back against him. "Put your feet up and relax."


  Cal shifted a bit to get comfortable, sliding down far enough to settle his head against Jordan's shoulder. But he was still tense. Jordan wrapped one arm around Cal's torso, while he combed his fingers through Cal's silky black curls. His hair was even softer than he remembered.


  Saying nothing, just combing and enjoying the feeling of the man in his arms, Jordan waited as Cal relaxed in painfully slow increments. When his head finally rolled against Jordan's shoulder with an accompanying exhale, Jordan spoke. "I know we should talk, but this just feels so damn good."


  "No." Cal groaned. "Can't we just—" He squirmed as if to rise.


  Jordan held him tight and sighed, rubbing his cheek in Cal's hair. "For now."


  He was surprised when Cal initiated the kiss, a little awkward but determined in a way that twisted Jordan's heart. Cal shifted so he could turn his face towards him, breath skittering over Jordan's parted lips. Jordan didn't need any more invitation than that. Doubting he'd ever get enough of Cal's mouth, Jordan struggled to keep it gentle, but from the first touch of their lips, he was fully erect, pressing insistently against Cal's back, which was rapidly expanding and contracting with his every shallow breath. Licking lightly at the barely parted lips, Jordan nipped at him for entrance. And when Cal's tongue flicked out to tease him, he moaned deep in the back of his throat and dove in for more.


  Though Cal met every thrust of his tongue with his own, and his body vibrated with need, his fingers bit into Jordan's arm as if it were the only tether he had to the ground. Releasing his mouth with a gasp for air, Jordan nibbled and licked his way down Cal's neck and under his jaw. Against his pounding pulse point, Jordan whispered, "Shh, sweetheart. Easy." His free hand brushed gently over Cal's white knuckles until his grip eased.


  Slowly, giving Cal time to adjust and relax into his touch, Jordan gradually worked his hands under the hem of Cal's shirt and found his warm, smooth skin. Jordan's groin throbbed when Cal's abs contracted under his hands. Obviously lost in sensation, his responsiveness to Jordan's slightest touch was arousing beyond belief.


  Cal moaned and his head fell back on Jordan's shoulder. Jordan studied the closed eyes and flushed, kiss-reddened lips. God, he was stunning. Cal's eyes opened and met his, glazed with desire. But then he looked alarmed, like he'd been caught doing something wrong. Jordan cupped his cheek and kissed him, humming soothing sounds until he responded. Cal closed his eyes and leaned into Jordan's kisses.


  Jordan dragged his teeth down Cal's neck to his shoulder, and the man shivered in his arms. He returned to the skin of Cal's torso, working Cal's shirt up under his arms so he could see what he touched. "God, look at you." He sucked on Cal's neck and ran his hands over every inch of visible skin. Cal was quivering under his fingertips, inadvertently vibrating on Jordan's aching shaft. It was an intoxicating sensation.


  Cal reached blindly for Jordan. Arching his back, he clutched Jordan's neck and tugged him down for his kiss. His mouth was demanding, hot on Jordan's, sucking and licking and biting. His fingers drove themselves into Jordan's hair, grasped his neck, his shoulders, clutching, seeking purchase.


  With sudden insight, Jordan knew just what his boy needed. He lifted Cal's arms over his head and slid the T-shirt to his wrists. He wrapped the shirt tight in a knot and tucked it into Cal's hands. As long as he held on to it, the knot would hold. If he released it, he'd be able to free his hands easily. But he didn't release it. He sighed deeply and relaxed into Jordan's arms. Easing the tied wrists to rest behind Jordan's head, Jordan smoothed his hands from Cal's wrists, under his arms, and over his clenching belly. He smiled, watching the goose flesh form in the wake of his touch.


  The tortured groan and the instinctive thrust of Cal's hips was breathtaking. "Stunning." He trailed light fingertips from Cal's navel to sternum before circling nipples that tightened instantly. Cal whimpered and arched into the touch. Jordan brushed the responsive flesh firmly with his thumbs until Cal was squirming and making the most delightfully needy sounds in his throat. When Jordan pinched and tugged gently, Cal's whole body lifted. He gasped and whimpered, but his hands stayed determinedly behind Jordan's head.


  Holding Cal still, Jordan buried his face in his neck and fought for control. Watching Cal's chest rise and abs clench with every ragged breath wasn't helping. The solid length straining against Cal's jeans was luring him with every twist of the man's hips. He had to ... "May I?" His hand hovered over Cal's erection until he received the nod and Cal's hips thrust upwards impatiently.


  Releasing the button and the fly, Jordan tugged the denim open and pushed it out of the way. Shoving Cal's boxer briefs down his thighs, Jordan quickly levered upright, almost frantic in his need to have the clothing completely off. He needed to see it all. Cal seemed to share his urgency, because he twisted and kicked, helping to work the stubborn material off.


  Jordan drank in the sight before him. Cal's chest rose and fell rapidly. His legs shifted restlessly. Hooking his ankles over Cal's, Jordan spread his legs, forcing Cal's to open with them. Sure that Cal still had a grip on the knotted shirt, Jordan slid his hands from torso to thigh, cupping Cal's tightened sac, drifting a feather light touch over the mouth-watering length of rigid flesh that arced over his abdomen. Cal's cock flexed, seeking real contact, and Jordan held his palm over the straining shaft until it bobbed up to meet him. Their moans blended together in a coarse harmony when Jordan finally held him in his grasp.


  Jordan nudged a hand under Cal's chin, lifting him for a searing kiss before he raised his head. Holding Cal's jaw, Jordan rasped, "Look."


  Cal shook his head and tried to lay it back down, but Jordan held him, stroking his cock, sliding his foreskin up and down the flushed head that gleamed with the pre-cum Jordan squeezed from him with his movements.


  "No. I can't." Cal's hips never stopped moving. "I need..."


  "I know, sweetheart… Cal." Jordan's voice held undeniable authority that stopped Cal's restless movements. "Look. Watch what your beautiful body does for me."


  Jordan held Cal's chin until he looked, smiling with satisfaction when he heard Cal's breath catch. Jordan saw him biting his lip, and he kissed him hard so he'd release it. "You're incredible." Cal shook his head, and Jordan released his flexing cock, laying his hand firmly on Cal's hip. "You're beautiful, and I want to watch you come for me. I want you to watch me make you come."


  There was that whimper again. It made Jordan's aching groin throb, and he thrust against Cal's back with a pained groan. Cal squirmed in his arms, hips lifting, seeking, begging for the return of Jordan's touch.


  Releasing Cal's head only when he was sure he was going to do what he was told, Jordan resumed the slow torture of Cal's glistening erection. Jordan kept their cheeks pressed together so they were both watching. Not dropping his rhythm on Cal's cock, Jordan returned his other hand to Cal's chest, thumbing Cal's nipple until he arched and cried out. Pulling Cal back against him, Jordan rasped in his ear just as he tugged hard on the nipple and squeezed the wet head of his cock, "Come. Now."


  Two erratic thrusts into Jordan's hand and Cal was shooting streams of white over himself and into Jordan's eager clutch. He shouted his release, entire body tensing and contracting with every wave of the orgasm that shook him. Jordan maintained a firm grip on the erupting shaft while he tightened his arm around Cal's chest.


  Their mouths found each other and clashed together in a desperate meeting of tongues and teeth. Jordan thought he tasted blood, but then he was coming so violently his eyes rolled back. He held on and rutted against Cal as his reality imploded with the most intense orgasm he'd ever experienced. Holy God, Jordan thought. He'd just creamed his shorts like a virgin.


  Shaking, slick with sweat, they clung to each other, gasping for air and shuddering through the aftershocks. Jordan licked his way up Cal's neck to his mouth, sharing the salty sweat in a kiss before collapsing against the sofa like dead weight.


  He slowly released Cal's softening penis, careful not to overstimulate him. Holding his hand up so they could see the cum-covered digits, Jordan brought his fingers to his mouth to taste.


  "Mm," he moaned, savoring the salty tang he already knew he'd be craving again soon. Wickedly, Jordan held his thumb up to Cal's mouth until he opened. Sliding into the wet heat, Jordan unbelievably felt his cock attempt an early recovery.


  Cal's hands were still locked tight behind Jordan's neck. He seemed content to leave them there, and he was seemingly unaware of his legs still spread wantonly over Jordan. In fact, the man was so relaxed that if he hadn't been sucking on Jordan's thumb, Jordan would have thought he'd fallen asleep on him.


  With a heavy sigh, Jordan removed the shiny clean digit and brought Cal's hands down in front of him. Releasing the knotted shirt, he used it to clean the sexy splatters from Cal's abs and chest before he attempted to sit up. "I'd better get cleaned up or I'll have to chisel my shorts off."


  "Wha—" Cal sat up, blinking himself from his daze. "What are you talking about?"


  He dropped a kiss on Cal's shoulder, humming happily when it caused him to shiver. "I'm talking about my lover being so damned hot I just shot off in my shorts like I haven't done in twenty years."


  Cal gaped, and then bit his lips together, visibly fighting laughter.


  "What, you didn't notice me spasming all over you?" Jordan chuckled when Cal gave up and hooted with laughter.


  "Uh, no. Guess I was a little preoccupied," he answered, and then ducked his head. His blush was adorable. Something about having the ability to make this strong, stubborn man shiver and blush and cry out made Jordan feel like the most powerful man in the world.


  "Preoccupied with coming on demand." He couldn't help the throaty sound of his voice any more than he could stop smiling at the gorgeous man who was grinning even as he squirmed in embarrassment.


  Jordan maneuvered around him and retrieved Cal's jeans from the floor. As loath as he was to cover such a sight—


  Scratching at the screen door alerted him that the dogs had had enough of being outside.


  "I've never done that before." Cal admitted, standing to pull on his jeans. Jordan reached the door and turned just in time to watch him tuck.


  Jordan held the door for the dogs, rolling his eyes at the way they bounded through like they hadn't had human contact in days.


  He returned his attention to his half-dressed lover. "Done what before? Come on command? I'm impressed, actually. Some subs can take years to master the ability to do that."


  Thinking back, Jordan had to admit he probably wouldn't have been smart enough to rethink the statement even if he hadn't just gone stupid from the mind-numbing orgasm. As it was, he knew he'd made a mistake about a second after the words left his mouth.


  Cal went absolutely rigid. His face froze and his jaw clenched. "I'm no sub."


  "Uh." Jordan blinked, completely blindsided. "It wasn't an insult, sweetheart."


  Cal glared. "If you think because I let you semi-restrain me that I'm somehow into abuse and slavery and beatings, you are way off base."


  Jordan went from stupid to furious in the space it took him to comprehend what Cal had said. "Do I strike you, then, as someone who's abusive?" His tone was low and controlled, but barely.


  "You won't strike me at all." Cal turned on his heel to stalk away. He stopped and scanned the floor with what bordered on frenzy until he scooped up B, tucking him possessively to his chest. "You think I'm going to be some kind of whipping boy you can use at your convenience and throw away?"


  "Oh, no you don't." Jordan grabbed his arm and spun him. His fury was just as quickly replaced again by confusion. "I don't know what the hell you're talking about, but I am not that kind of person, and I'm sure as shit not some kind of whack job that gets off on raping and abusing my partner."


  Cal snorted, sneering over his shoulder as he ripped his arm from Jordan's grasp. "Partner. Right."


  He was bolting for the door and Jordan rushed to cut him off. "Cal! What the hell? I would never hurt you!" He held him by the shoulders and bent to try forcing eye contact. What he saw when he got it was chilling. "I don't know what's made you think these things, but you were... God, Cal! You loved being taken! You loved the submission; I could see you craving more. It's in you."


  In the recesses of his mind, Jordan was screaming at himself to shut up, shut up, shut up. "It doesn't mean you want to be beaten or harmed. Just... taken. By the person who knows just how to take care of you." He was digging himself deeper and deeper, but he couldn't seem to stop.


  Cal shook his head furiously. "No."


  "Yes." Jordan held him when he would have bolted, stunned by the barely restrained fury vibrating under his hands. "It's as natural to you as breathing." He tried soothing them both with his voice, but it wasn't working—for either of them. "I can see you. I'm your—" He didn't say it. "I can feel you. What you need. I can give it to you. Would love nothing more than a chance to take care of you."


  "You mean dominate me, don't you? Own me." Cal spat, and Jordan was horrified to see tears shining in the deep brown eyes before they went cold. "Now move, because I can, and I will, kick your ass if you don't let me out of this house right now."


  Jordan was speechless. His head was spinning. He stared for another minute, struggling for some argument, some way to penetrate the obviously skewed impressions in Cal's head. Clearly something—someone—had done some serious damage. They could work on that, if only Jordan could reach him.


  "Cal," he tried, but Cal only shook his head and shouldered past him. He didn't even stop long enough to put on his shoes. Just snatched them from the rug by the door and was gone. Jordan was still blinking stupidly in the empty hall when he heard Cal's truck roar out of the driveway.


  ****


  It had been nearly twelve hours since Cal had stormed out of the house. It felt like days. Jordan's calls went straight to voice mail. His texts went unanswered. He'd considered driving out to confront him in person, but Jordan honestly didn't know yet what he would say. Besides, he knew the boys would be working with Cal again today, and he couldn't stomach the thought of them witnessing what would no doubt be a rather revealing confrontation.


  He thought about promising Cal that he would do nothing more that would imply dominance or submission in any way, but Jordan honestly didn't know how to do that. He didn't consider himself a hard core "Dom." But he would never be able to stop seeking the buried—and surface—needs of his lover and doing everything he could to meet those needs. Denying they existed wasn't a valid option. He'd never be able to do it.


  "Dad." Jordan stared at the phone in his hand. He had no recollection of it ringing or of answering it.


  "Dad!" Patience was not a virtue his son was blessed with.


  Jordan snapped out of his thoughts. "What?"


  "What happened last night?" Thomas demanded, sounding like he was trying to avoid being heard. "Cal was all fun and cool yesterday, and today he's all pissy and bossy."


  "I don't know." He shook his head. Jordan still hadn't figured out how to define all that had transpired yesterday. "Did you guys finish the fence?"


  "Almost." Thomas sighed. "Thanks to the human post-pounding machine."


  He didn't pretend to know what that was supposed to mean. "Good."


  "No, Dad," Thomas argued. "It's not good." He lowered his voice and hissed, "You need to fix this." Having properly chastised his father, he promptly disconnected the call. And left Jordan wondering just how, exactly, he was going to fix anything.


  Jordan had gotten only as far as a shower when the phone rang. He sighed and groaned when he saw Mrs. Miller's number. "Yes, Mrs. Miller." That was good. Cool and professional.


  "Dr. Mac, you have to help me!" The shrill voice stabbed directly into Jordan's spine, somewhere between C6 and T2 vertebrae, he estimated.


  "Calm down, Mrs. Miller." Jordan took the words to heart himself. "Tell me what's wrong."


  "He's gone!" The decibel of her screech reached record levels. "Winston is gone!"


  "What?" Jordan was moving entirely too slowly today. "What do you mean, gone?"


  "I mean I let him out into the backyard and now he's missing!" Mrs. Miller was clearly working towards full-on panic.


  "Okay." Jordan thought. "First, are you absolutely positive he didn't fall asleep under the porch again?"


  "Yes. And he's not in the bushes and he's not in the house..." Mrs. Miller sobbed. "I've looked everywhere, Dr. Mac!"


  Jordan's personal cell was ringing, but he couldn't leave Mrs. Miller. It was Thomas. Jordan shot him a quick text that he was on another call.


  Almost immediately came the reply:


  You'd better get out here.


  Jordan sighed. "I'm on my way, Mrs. Miller. Don't go anywhere."


  "Okay," she sniffed.


  Jordan disconnected and dialed Thomas. "What is it, son?"


  "You're not going to believe this," Thomas whispered.


  "What?" His patience was at an end.


  "It's Mrs. Miller's dog."


  Jordan shook his head. "No, it can't be."


  "It's him, Dad, and he's got B pinned under him and if we go near them he freaks."


  He was already to his vehicle. "I'm on my way." He shook his head. "I don't know what's gotten into that crazy dog."


  On his way, Jordan called Mrs. Miller and told her to meet him there. She lived on the other side of town, and it would double his time to get there if he picked her up first.


  Pulling into the driveway, Jordan couldn't see anything because of the way the house sat. He entered where he'd been welcomed by Nina just yesterday, and made his way to the kitchen. Stepping into the yard, the teens spotted Jordan immediately.


  "Dad!" Thomas ran towards him. "That was fast."


  "You called him?" Cal sounded offended, but Jordan was so overwhelmed by the sight of him he couldn't care. He found small pleasure in the fact that Cal looked like he was as miserable as Jordan.


  "Dude," Thomas scoffed, with a pointed look at the dogs. "I'm no dog whisperer. What did you think we were going to do?"


  Jordan snapped to attention, forcing his eyes to drop from Cal. He carefully approached the dogs. Winston lounged almost casually over the miniature B. Held under the bulldog's foreleg, the white ball of fluff laid on his back, looking for all the world like the most contented animal Jordan had ever seen. Stepping closer, Jordan knelt next to Winston.


  "What's going on here, boy?" He murmured. Winston chuffed in his face, and dropped his leaking jaw to tuck B under his chin. Holding a hand out to get permission to touch, Jordan was allowed closer. Winston appeared perfectly calm, but when Jordan reached for the tiny pup, he growled.


  Jordan sat back on his heels and left a hand on Winston's head. "Huh." He cocked his head. "Seems Winston has a thing for your B, Cal."


  "He can't," Cal snapped. "He's male, and he's twenty times his size."


  Snorting, Jordan glanced over his shoulder and cocked an eyebrow. "Seriously? That's your argument?" He chuckled when Cal snarled and looked away.


  "How 'bout it, buddy?" Jordan leaned closer to Winston. "Afraid somebody's going to take away your pup?" Winston gave a soft woof and burrowed his nose into B's fluffy white fur.


  Jordan stood and faced Cal. "Well, he's not hurting him." He scratched his head. "But I'm not really sure how to convince him to let him go."


  Winston was studying them, watery eyes flicking back and forth between the two wary men. At Jordan's words, the huge dog gracelessly rose and, with a last nose-to-nose with B, lumbered towards them.


  Jordan and Cal watched wordlessly. Thomas and Kody rushed forward to snatch up the little one, though he was obviously perfectly fine, if a bit drooled upon. Thomas made a point of announcing they were taking B inside to clean him off, leaving the men alone.


  Cal gazed suspiciously back at him and Jordan found himself without words. He stepped forward, reaching for him, but Cal retreated. Then he was gone. Jordan blinked, seeing Cal on the ground, where he'd landed on his ass thanks to Winston's interference. The big dog panted up at Jordan. He could practically hear the "you're welcome."


  "Damn menace," Cal grumbled, glaring up at Jordan from his seat on the ground. Jordan grinned and held a hand towards him in an offer to help him up. Cal snarled. "I can manage."


  Jordan raised his hands. "Suit yourself." He didn't move, deliberately crowding him so he'd have to come close to him to rise or make a scene by rolling away first. Cal wasn't to be intimidated. He was on one knee, on his way to standing, when Winston slammed into him—again—from behind.


  "God damn it!" Cal caught himself on his hands, damn near landing with his head between Jordan's legs. He knelt back on his heels immediately and wiped his hands on his thighs. For his part, Jordan was in equal parts agony and sympathy. His cock was responding to the sight of Cal on his knees, but the man was obviously distraught enough that it twisted something in Jordan's chest. This time, Jordan was solemn when he offered his hand, not wanting to sting Cal's pride any further.


  But when Cal clasped his hand, he didn't rise. He remained on his knees, holding Jordan's hand, eventually raising his head to stare helplessly into his eyes. Jordan was lost. Cal had to see that. And so he must have, because he sighed and lowered his eyes, then leaned forward, so slowly, until his shoulder rested against Jordan's thigh. Cal's head dropped, hugging Jordan between his shoulder and neck.


  Jordan couldn't breathe. He stared down and reached for the dark curls resting against him. "Cal." He could barely hear himself.


  "You said—" Cal's voice was muted, hidden away as he was. He stopped abruptly and shook his head.


  "What, sweetheart?" Jordan tugged gently at the curls to lift his face so he could see him. "Don't hide. Tell me."


  Cal swallowed audibly, and then, in an achingly tight voice, said, "You said you saw me. That you knew what I needed."


  Jordan knew immediately how he'd screwed up. "I know. I'm sorry."


  "You let me leave." Cal dropped his forehead to Jordan's thigh, and Jordan let him rest there for a second before he dropped to his knees in front of him.


  "I was wrong." Jordan cupped Cal's chin and brushed his hair from his forehead. "I know that now."


  But Cal still looked unconvinced.


  "Sweetheart, I'm not perfect." Jordan brushed light kisses over Cal's face. His brow, his cheeks. "I was so terrified of losing you that I let doubt influence me. I shouldn't have." Cal's eyes had closed and he sighed as he accepted Jordan's touches.


  Cal eventually spoke. "I don't know how to do this. The right way to do this." He swallowed. "But I want to. I want this. You. Us," he whispered, opening his eyes, a plea for understanding shining in the dark depths. "I want to try."


  "We'll do it together." Jordan's voice was strong, steadying because his world was clicking into place. "We'll take it slow." He didn't know what the future held for them, but he'd be right by Cal's side, and that felt more right than anything had in a long, long time.


  Cal looked away, not quite hiding a quick flash of panic. "I can't promise I won't freak out on you again. I—I have a mess in my head I still need to deal with."


  "Together." Jordan repeated. "You're not going to scare me off." Jordan brought Cal's face back to his to bump their foreheads together. "I won't make the same mistake twice."


  "How can you know?"


  "Oh, I know." Jordan sealed his mouth to Cal's, hot and possessive. Staking his claim until they were both gasping for air. "I'm not letting you go again."


  Cal shivered. It was delicious. Finally, a small smile tugged at his lips.


  "Oh." The gasped cry brought them back to earth. They turned towards the doorway in time to see Kody bury his face in Thomas's shoulder with a noisy sniff. Thomas grinned at Jordan over Kody's head. He could barely hear Kody's muffled voice. "It's just so beautiful."


  Jordan smiled. He had to agree.


  


  THE END
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  Dear Author,


  Ashtariel is a young sex demon who was called up to this realm by a powerful and unethical wizard who has plans to use the demon in the working of a spell. Demon blood has magical properties, you know. But before draining the demon, there's no harm in enjoying the pretty boy's company though.


  But what happens when the demon boy's much more powerful father comes to claim his offspring. Is it only the spell that the wizard will lose out on or has he found other uses and needs for a young sex demon in his life?
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  ARS DAEMONICA


  by C.C. Williams


  CHAPTER I – Beltaine Night


  One name… one simple name was all he needed… but he had to locate the damned book first!


  Turning another dank corner, Melizander followed the greenish light of Doctor Pogue's Heatless Lantern down another grimy, web-hung corridor. For weeks he had searched, poking and prodding the walls and bookcases of Somerset House, until he found what the Royal Society had long kept hidden— an undercroft. A maze filled with discarded ideas, experimental equipment and quite a surprising bit of rubbish. Had he not known better, Melizander would have sworn the warren of storage rooms had been abandoned since Sir Newton chaired the Society.


  He entered the next space. Glassware, flasks and retorts, dimly reflected the emerald shine of his light. To the Society's credit the spaces were supremely organized; like with like, each chamber housed a myriad of items, all equally dust-laden. Yet still no books.


  But he knew they were here— they had to be. First during his studies at Oxford, then later in his father's notes, he had discerned rumors of the crypt's existence. From bits and pieces, painstakingly garnered over time, those same minutiae had led him inexorably to the conclusion that the Society possessed texts which they kept hidden away— texts, books, tomes, all dealing with forbidden subjects— metaphysics of questionable ethics, grimoires of daemonology, and the like; those were what he sought. One in particular would help to still the chiding, disparaging voice in his head.


  Melizander sneezed. The green illumination flickered and went out, plunging him into darkness. Doctor Pogue's Bloody Worthless Lantern! Unafraid of man or daemon, he certainly did not fear the dark, however the small chitinous creatures that lived there were another matter. Grumbling about ill-designed power sources, Melizander reached into a pocket for a candle stub and lucifer.


  ****


  Ashe reclined, relishing the warm, etheric headiness of his cognac as he sank into an exceedingly comfortable leather wingchair. The dry smoke of a tobacco cigar— a new-style thing from some colony called Connecticut— married quite well with the cognac. His father was right— as much as it pained Ashe to admit— London was educational, even to one of Ashe's age.


  The Phoenix Club, although a pale offspring of its Hellfire sire, boasted not only some of the finest refreshment to be had in Victoria's Britain but also a great number of Her Majesty's most handsome subjects. Despite their more peculiar interests, the members of the Phoenix men's club were singularly well-bred. He cast a languid eye over the room, making a few selections for later that evening.


  Known to the membership as Lord deLancey, Ashe was nothing like his fellow Phoenicians. Not that he was not well-bred— his father was, indeed, a lord— and not that he did not share their interests— he, in fact, could exceed their depravity many-fold; nonetheless, Ashe was different.


  He was a daemon.


  Not some small spirit like the imps and gremlins whose essence the human artificers stole to power their machines, but a true power, an incubus, a daemon of lust and seduction. His mother, Ashtarte, was a succubus who had tempted the Nazarene in the desert; his father, Lord Nox, was general to Archduke Asmodeus; he, Ashtariel, was their only child. Daemon children were exceedingly rare as female daemons, loath to bear offspring, preferred to steal children's souls and deform them in order to raise them as their own. Ashe's mother had borne him to spite his father. Paradoxically, Nox had taken a liking to him, though Ashe found it difficult to consider his father's interest as anything nearly paternal. It was more an extended self-interest; Nox wanted the best for his seed.


  It had been his father's idea that Ashtariel spend time observing humans. That had been some centuries ago— the Middle Ages, in fact— so he had spent more time than his sire had surely intended. But humans were such entertaining— and seductive— creatures.


  Ashe laughed, taking another sip of cognac while exchanging glances with the Prime Minister's third son. Poor boy looked dreadfully hang-dog. He was almost certainly disappointed that Ashe had left him tied to the bench without bringing him to climax last night, although his ass had reddened quite prettily under Ashe's ministrations. Now the incubus again focused his preternatural attention on the young man, extending his infernal influence over the noble's conscious desire.


  The attractive youth arose and left his companions, making his way across the room to stand in front of Ashe. The daemon saw the young man's erection clearly outlined through his trousers. Ashe stubbed out his cigar and rose, leaving the smoking lounge. Perhaps tonight he would allow William to spend.


  ****


  This had to be the one.


  Melizander stood before an oaken door; banded with iron, the portal had more locks than Victoria's knickers drawer. To his benefit it also had a nearby bracket with a torch that he coaxed to life with the last of his candle. The torchlight cast gigantic shadows as Melizander pulled out his pouch of picks and probes. Fashioned of iron and bronze, they had been his father's— the last few good things to come from him.


  Milos Tristekedes had been a professor of mechanics at Cambridge. Melizander remembered sitting on his father's knee and watching as he deftly drafted plans and schematics, the young child entranced by the beauty of his father's drawings. Then Faraday's machine had split the world and changed the way things worked. And Doctor Tristekedes had changed along with them. Gone was the quiet, introverted scientist; in his place Milos turned hard and driven, obsessed with the new laws of physics. When once Melizander had sat alongside the great man, the younger Tristekedes now avoided the professor. When Melizander's mother grew sick and died, his father grew even quicker with back-handed reprimands and more fluent with snide disapproval.


  Not always fast enough to evade his father's increasingly frequent rages, Melizander had taken to hiding in their garden shed, until Milos found him there and locked him in. His refuge now a prison, Melizander, trapped in the darkness with his budding hatred and the unseen crawly things, had brooded over his father's censure. Three nights later, his maternal grandfather, Lord Wollstone-Croft, had found him huddled in the dark, dirty and cold.


  The two older men had yelled and screamed at each other in Milos' study, their angry voices rising through the old house. Milos' strident tenor battled with the bass notes of Lord Croft, while Melizander sat in a bath, the gray, scummy water cooling around him. The next day Melizander had left with his grandfather for Eton. He remembered looking back to see his father in shirtsleeves and a stained waistcoat, standing at the garden gate, fists clenched, as their carriage steamed away. That was the last time Melizander had seen his father alive.


  Melizander fingered the slim tools; despite having been in his pocket, the metal implements were cold to his touch. He focused in the shifting illumination, studying the padlocks and clasps. These were no ordinary locks. Bronze and iron, inlayed with silver and gold, they had been specifically designed to be proof against daemons. Surely his goal lay just beyond this last obstacle. His tools arranged on the stone, Melizander set to opening the numerous locks.


  ****


  William, bound and gagged, hung suspended from a rack of chains in one of the club's many private rooms. Ashtariel rolled his shoulders and cracked his neck, savoring the tension in his muscles. Though a daemon, he now possessed a corporeal body, subject to physical stress and strain— and arousal. His stood forth arrogantly as he took in the first bit of his evening's handiwork. William watched expectantly, patiently submissive, awaiting Ashe's attention.


  Ashe walked towards the wall and its rack of diverse implements. "What's your pleasure, my young friend?" He fingered a light suede flogger. "Shall we start softly or…" Ashe ran his hand across the equipment "…move directly to the evening's serious business?" His hand fell upon a vicious looking cat o' nine. William whimpered; the sound rife with need and desire.


  The daemon's heart began to race as he considered how to fulfill the young man. The infliction of pain satisfied a primal craving of Ashe's daemonic self, yet the gratification of the lordling's need held even greater contentment for Ashe himself. And therein lay his fundamental paradox: he cared for those who submitted to him, wanted to alleviate their latent suffering through pain and submission— a desire which was anathema to a true daemon for whom hurt and suffering alone were the goals. Pushing aside his philosophic challenge for the moment, Ashe selected the flail and turned back to William whose eyes grew wide with anticipation.


  Softly the daemon stroked the tails down the young man's back and along his buttocks. Pale gooseflesh rose to greet the leather knots. Their bits of bright metal caught and reflected the light of the numerous candles. Ashe drew back his arm and let fly with the whip. "Let us begin."


  ****


  Lightly manipulating the small bronze pick, Melizander felt more than heard the snick of the last lock. He blew out the breath he had been unconsciously holding. A thrill of anticipation filled the artificer's chest as he lifted the final hasp. He hauled on the iron-bound door; hinges groaned and creaked, filling the darkness with their protests. Slowly the entry widened; stale, dusty air wafted into Melizander's face. Musty and papery, the dry atmosphere made him sneeze again. His faulty lantern flickered in sympathetic response.


  Afraid of risking a flame near the books, he shook the lantern which flared to life again. The green glow preceded Melizander into the room. Bloody hell! More a closet than an actual room, the space was stuffed full from floor to ceiling. Shelves lined the walls, overflowing with scrolls, papyri and books of all shapes and sizes. The artificer caught his breath, overwhelmed by the sheer volume of materials. He had expected to find numerous works, yet nothing like this. It was as if the library of Alexandria had been stuffed in a broom cupboard!


  His time was growing short. Clearing a pile of crumbled papyrus, Melizander set the lantern on a shelf and began to search through the documents. Treatises on mathematics, astronomical maps, alchemical discourses, many of which Melizander would have given an eyetooth to read fully, were quickly tossed aside as he rooted through the masses of compiled erudition. A small pamphlet caught his eye. On thie Subjegaytion ov Daemonickal Enttities. Not what he sought, but it might be of use. Melizander placed it in his satchel and continued his exploration.


  Coated in dust and flecks of vellum, Melizander finally scanned through the last book. Nothing! Frustration welled in his gut. It had to be here! It had to be! He couldn't be wrong— for years he had searched— everything pointed to the Society having the codex. He had to be in the correct place. Otherwise, his father would have been right— and that was unacceptable. Milos' voice, cool and clipped, played in his memory, "No such effect is possible, because there is limited potential. Stronger powers cannot be employed as there is no manner by which to harness their essences."


  Mechanists were all so purely scientific and narrow. Melizander believed— no, knew— it was possible to create larger, more complex machines, machines that would accomplish marvelous things. If he could make use of highly developed daemonic essences. To obtain those he needed to resort to daemonology— for what had once been black magic was now commonplace and would be his guide to proving his father wrong. But only if he found the book.


  ****


  Ashtariel held William close as the young man screamed, releasing his pent-up need. The nobleman had been resistant and had determinedly withheld his surrender, believing his silence proved his strength. But Ashe had known better; employing skills and powers, both physical and supernatural, strove to provide William true liberation. Ultimately the young man let go his repressed desires and actually submitted, gave in to what he required of himself. Now the lordling's cries subsided to hiccoughy moans, and Ashe stroked William's brow. "Good boy, but such resistance is not necessary." As a reward he would allow William to— Ashe felt a sudden tingling along his spine.


  A whiff of brimstone preceded the draft of air that fluttered the candles, as someone— or something— materialized in the room. The daemon quickly pressed a hand to William's head, urging him to sleep. A dark mass of shadows grew in the corner, stealing the light of the candles, and coalesced, taking on form and substance. Ashtariel recognized the armorial insignia of Decimius, his father's adjutant.


  "Ave, Domine Ashtariel!" The daemon lieutenant saluted then leered at the naked youth asleep beside Ashe. "Video esse occupatus."


  "Of course, I'm busy, you great oaf!" Ashe hissed at the interloper, who in his mortal life had been a Roman general responsible for one or two small incidents of genocide. "What's the meaning of simply appearing unannounced like that?"


  "Your father sent me. He wishes to see you."


  Ashe let out a very human sigh. He did not wish to meet with Lord Nox; his father was always demanding and his demands could be so… well… so infernal. But putting him off would only exacerbate the difficulty of the eventual conversation. "Very well." He rose from the bed. "I shall make a brief appearance in Dis."


  Decimius continued to eye William. "If you would like, I can keep your pet occupied while you are away."


  "He is not a pet, and I would like that he remain alive, so I will most certainly not leave you with him!" Ashe flicked a hand and a blanket appeared, covering William.


  Decimius snorted in disgust. "It is abhorrent how you care for these mortals. You—"


  "Enough!" Ashtariel held up a hand that now sported long talons, hard and shiny like chips of obsidian. "Do not begin to presume, Decimius." Ashe stepped away from the young human and rolled his shoulders, stretching as the air about him began to shimmer, and revealed large wings, glossy-dark and raven-like. He unfurled them, reveling in the almost forgotten, yet oddly comforting, feel of his true physical form. "Let's get this over with."


  The two daemons disappeared with a soft pop, as William slumbered unaware of his brush with Hades.


  ****


  Frustration and disappointment pounded at the artificer's brain. With a groan Melizander lay back, the rough stone tiles poking at his shoulder blades. Resting his head on a forearm, he reconsidered his thought process. Something is amiss. But what? There were no other rooms; he had been through all of them. The book room had been the most heavily warded, which served no purpose if the book was not here. There had been no evidence of tampering— the locks had been pristine— so no one had stolen it before him. So, the logical conclusion was that it was here— and he had simply not found it… yet.


  From his position on the floor, Melizander ran his gaze over the small space, finally taking a long look at the ceiling. The stones were oddly shaped and strangely arranged, seemingly pieced together from random bits rather than the uniform pieces which characterized the rest of the construction. Rolling to his knees, Melizander grabbed the lantern and crawled out into the passage to examine its roofing. Yes! The closet's was different!


  Reenergized, the artificer climbed the shelves, kicking aside scrolls and tracts. He wedged himself against the topmost shelf and began to poke and prod at the ceiling. Nothing moved… not an inch, not a hair. Damn! He brushed away cobwebs, hoping to see some mark or clue, but the stones were unmarked. Nor, however, were they even, which struck Melizander as odd for such an otherwise well-executed construction.


  He pulled the lamp nearer and that was when he noticed the shadow. The oblique illumination cast the shape of the numeral 3 against the adjacent stones. Three? What could that possibly mean? There were three sides to a triangle; three states of matter: solid, liquid, and gas; three primary colors: red, green, and blue; all sorts of triads. He needed some— any— context.


  Melizander panned the light to the left and found nothing. Moving to the right, the light revealed a 1 and a 4. 314? Or… 3 plus 1 equaled 4! What type a clue was that? He still needed more.


  Further along his lamp revealed another 1, a 5, followed by a 9, then nothing more. So… what did he have? 3… 1… 4… 1… 5… 9. Could they mean 314,159? That did not appear to be meaningful. A series maybe? 3 plus 1 did equal 4, but 1 plus 4 equaled 5, not 1. So, not a series. Although the next group did make sense since 4 plus 1 equaled 5. And 4 plus 5 would equal 9. But how did any of that relate?


  Maybe… 31, 41, 59? Again, nonsense. 314, 159? Close— if it were 314, 157.


  Melizander racked his brain. Something about the group of numerals was familiar. Then it hit him. Pi! The ratio of a circle's circumference to its diameter! 3 point 1 4 1 5 9! He needed a decimal point!


  Quickly Melizander repositioned the lamp and looked for a shadow dot. There was none. But that had to be the clue— he was sure of it. Proceeding in a regular fashion, the artificer firmly pressed each tiled piece between the 3 and the 1. Finally, with a soft snick, one stone gave way, sliding upward as part of a larger panel. The section of ceiling swiveled to the side to reveal a compartment above the closet. Melizander shook his head. Secrets hidden within riddles wrapped in mysteries.


  ****


  The thick oily waters of Acheron lay behind them as Ashtariel and Decimius passed over the countless, black metal tombs of the heretics. Before them stretched the Iron City of Dis, sprawled across the fiery landscape like an ancient whore upon a rocky couch. An ebony phallus pierced the blood-red horizon; the Archduke's Iron Tower, dominating the skyline, was visible from every corner of this plane. The daemons' goal lay not there but at the white marble palace of Lord Nox. Ashtariel laughed to himself as they landed before the mausoleum-like structure: Humans associated the color white with purity. They should see this place. Ashe's ancestral home was the pasty white of maggots, the bloodless, pale hue of dead flesh.


  Unquestioned, Ashtariel and his escort strode through the corridors to Nox' war room, the most likely place to find his sire. Passing between great oak doors, they found Nox seated at a large granite table surrounded by his lieutenants. While Decimius stopped and saluted, Ashtariel strode forward.


  "Greetings, Father! How have you decided to interfere in my life now?"


  The general glanced at his officers and nodded toward the doors. "Leave us!" Nox rose from his chair and walked to the window that overlooked the ash-colored city. "Discourteous and headstrong, as usual. You are such your mother's child."


  "How is Mother by the by?"


  "The whore has taken up with Asmodeus! May she gag on his gigantic black prick! Which, given her more than adequate skills, is unlikely. Hah!"


  Ashtariel was accustomed to his parents' volatile and ever-changing relationship. Rarely were their words to or of each other kind. "So she is well." The younger daemon joined his sire at the window. Dis spread before them; in the distance Ashtariel discerned Charon's ferry plying its way along the slow-moving, fetid Styx. The vista depressed him.


  Nox clasped his hands behind his back and addressed the landscape. "I have decided that it is time for you to advance your training. You have dallied enough amongst the hu—"


  "Dallied?" Ashe interrupted. "I am an incubus! It is my purview to incite lust and perversion!"


  "You are a Prince of Hell and should make your mark upon the world!" The general turned to glare at his quarrelsome progeny. "Not simply fuck your way through the mortal populace!"


  Ashtariel met his father's gaze, refusing to back down. "You are hardly one to criticize the amount of my fucking! You have lain with every hole in Dis— and then some!"


  "Yes, I have! Yet I have never claimed that as an achievement! It is simply entertainment." Nox moved to the council table and picked up a stack of vellum sheets, allowing each of them to drift onto the slab as he enumerated their contents to Ashtariel. "There are a great many events in the works— disasters, discord, even an assassination or two!" He held one sheet up and gestured with it. "The British colonies alone are sixty years over-due for a revolution! If that fool Revere had not fallen and broken his neck, they would be on schedule!" He added the sheet to its fellows. "Each and every one ready to be led by someone with drive and ambition— someone like my offspring!"


  "Offspring!" Ashtariel crossed his arms and leaned arrogantly against the window frame. "Not your son?"


  "You know what I mean— do not mince words with me! It is time you take your place within the hierarchy. I have pampered you too much already, allowing you to frolic about like some imp." The general strode away from Ashe, pacing about the war room. "If I cannot control my household, how can I be trusted to control my legions?" He turned to face Ashe. "Should this farce continue, I shall be the laughingstock of the nine planes!"


  "Again, this has not an iota to do with me," Ashtariel fired back, pushing away from the sill, "but everything to do with you!" The young daemon strode toward the entry. "I am tired of listening to your plans for me!"


  "Ash—"


  "When you want to hear about my plans for me—" Ashtariel pulled open the great oaken doors "—come and find me—" he slammed the door "—yourself!" The corridor resounded with the satisfying crash as he strode out of the palace.


  ****


  Melizander studied the square casket, brushed free of its coat of grime. Heavily carved and dark with age, the wooden box had been nestled among dust and cobwebs in its space above the ceiling. Melizander's hands shook as he reached to open the container. The lid squealed, echoing sharply in the subterranean darkness.


  Inside rested not only a large book but also a velvet bag. Lifting the bag, Melizander heard metallic clinks. Curious, he opened the bag and poured out a shiny pile of silver— what looked to be variously sized and shaped beads. Further investigation and untangling showed they were strung together; three strands of silver beads— some round, some tubular, some circular, some with strange spikes— all arranged to form a sort of…? What? The jewelry— if that is what it was— appeared too small to be a belt and too large and bulky for a bracelet. So necklace it was.


  The artificer examined the necklace. At each end the strands were attached to two points where there were hooks, forming three increasingly larger parabolas. The piece was odd, yet striking, and affected Melizander on a visceral level. There was power here. He could feel it like a hum along his nerves, a scratching at his inner ear.


  Somewhat unnerved, Melizander returned the piece to the bag and stowed it again in the box, turning his attention to the book. Leather bound and strapped with iron clasps, the tome dimly reflected the green light of his lantern. Gilt lettering spelled out the title he had so dearly sought: Codica daemonica mechanica. Written in 1433 by Antoine DeFourier, a defrocked priest, the codex was the first grimoire to posit the use of daemonic essence; moreover, it was rumored to be a veritably incontrovertible manual for daemon hunting. Melizander stroked the edges of the cover, unable to believe how fortunate he was, how close he was to achieving his dream. Granted there was still significant work to be accomplished, but now the dream lay within reach, had become real, concrete.


  Having replaced the box's lid, Melizander locked the room and retraced his steps through the dusty cellar. Doctor Pogue's lamp flickered, fitfully lighting Melizander's retreat, as the artificer hurried to leave the crypt with its crawling denizens behind.


  ****


  Ashtariel returned not to the Phoenix but to his townhouse. The house was elegant and well-appointed, as suited one of "Lord deLancey's" station, furnished in the latest style. The occasional spasm of objectivity forced him to admit a certain curiosity in a demon maintaining a household, particularly one in posh Chelsea. But it suited Ashe. He liked being part of the daily comings and goings of the neighborhood, the nannies parading their prams up and down the street, the children playing games in the small park in the center of the square.


  Materializing in the parlor, Ashe reclaimed his human appearance as he did so. He had dismissed the staff prior to departing for the club, so the house sat quietly around him, welcoming in its normalcy after the all too hellish environment of Dis. A niggling doubt crawled around inside him. Maybe there was something to what Father said. Maybe he had become too attached to humans, too distanced from what he ought to be. No! He was not going to succumb to his father's view of the world and he was certainly not going to roll over and kowtow to his demands. He was his own master and would make his own way in the world.


  The young daemon reflected on Lord Nox' words. It was not an unreasonable thing that the general should want him to be successful, although his father's definition of success would perhaps differ from his own. Perhaps there was a middle ground… some way to be himsel … and still show his father that he was worthy of his legacy. He would have to think on that. Perhaps planning for the future was not such a bad thing.


  Finally casting off the last unpleasantness of visiting his father, Ashe headed upstairs. If he hurried, he could still attend the Prince of Wales' ball tonight.


  CHAPTER II – Lammas Night


  Melizander slammed his notebook shut and pushed away the pile of papers. Triple bloody damnation! Three months had passed as he translated the French monk's Latin scribbling and in spite of everything he had nothing to show but garbled rubbish! Fourier's babbling was worse than reading Nostradamus!


  He fingered the silver around his neck. The only promising result so far concerned the odd necklace: it indeed was meant to accompany the book. It acted as some sort of talisman for dealing with daemons. What it could do and how to use it remained mysteries, but its presence felt right to Melizander.


  The artificer shoved his chair away from the desk and, standing, paced about his study only to stop and stare out the window. He felt trapped. Now that he had found the book there was no going back— no way to unring the bell, to put the genie back in the bottle— but he was making no headway. He covered the distance from window to hearth. He was snared, stuck in a limbo of Latin riddles.


  His gaze fell on a small bronze box on the mantelpiece.


  No! He had sworn that off.


  Yet, seemingly of its own accord, his hand flipped up the lid.


  Of course, it was there, resting on its bed of black velvet. When Grandfather had died, Uncle James received the title and Melizander had gotten this. Somehow Grandfather had recognized a kindred spirit— they had never talked about anything even remotely related to it— yet Grandfather had known. It glowed in the study's lamplight. Melizander softly traced the head of the bird that rose from the stylized flames that formed the bow. The shank of the key was engraved in a woven design, resembling the handle of a whip. He shivered.


  Melizander had frequented the Club, availing himself of its… services, to escape the tyranny of his own thoughts. At first it had been exciting in its newness, thrilling, forbidden. Then the visits had become riskier and even more taboo, spiraling into a moral darkness, an abyss of inhumanity. He had grown to crave the pain for the pain itself— it had become an addiction— a remedy for the pain over which he had no control. When Milos had died, that hurt— and his accumulated shame— had kept his compulsion at bay. Until now.


  He raised his face to the mirror above the mantle, and his eyes met the dark eyes of his pale reflection. Shadowy circles of fatigue smudged his complexion, made to look even paler by his black goatee. He needed to shave and bathe before he betrayed himself.


  ****


  Ashe's carriage chugged and sputtered as his driver braked beneath the Club's porte-cochere while a liveried footman, outfitted in the characteristic red and gold, trotted forward to open his door. Thin insipid tendrils of fog clung to the lamps that bordered the main entry. Hunched inside his greatcoat, Ashe avoided the oily puddles of leftover rainwater.


  Beyond the entrance a small number of members milled about a late supper buffet, while others lounged or conversed in small groups. Retrieving a snifter of Armagnac from the bar, Ashe mingled, shaking hands and seeking interest for later in the evening.


  "DeLancey, old boy!" a senior minister of the Exchequer called out. At the Phoenix there were no titles, all were equals. "It has been aeons since we last saw you— and you missed my dinner party!"


  "Philberry, you exaggerate grossly!" Ashe gripped the fleshy palm; exaggeration was not the only gross aspect of Lord Philberry. "It has been hardly a month. I do apologize, though— I had business in Constantinople."


  "Another time then, my boy!" The minister puffed copiously on a cigar. He glanced left, then right, and spoke to Ashe in an overstated stage whisper. "Have you heard tonight's news?"


  "I cannot say that I have." Ashe could just imagine what petty drama or intrigue had infatuated the old pederast.


  "Xander has returned." The old man nodded knowingly.


  "Who?"


  "Xander… you know…" Philberry scowled at Ashe. "Atherton's little pain slut."


  Ashe knew of Percy Atherton, a cruel little man more sadist than Dom, but this Xander was unknown to him. Although someone who endured Atherton— repeatedly, according to the minister— certainly piqued Ashe's interest. Young William had taken a commission in the Royal Navy and left London— and Ashe— behind.


  "Perhaps you should introduce us."


  "If you promise to share." Philberry smirked and licked his flabby lips; the old lech was a notorious voyeur. "Come along— he has challenged Staunton to a chess match."


  The pair walked to the club's game room where a small group had gathered to observe the players. As they neared the table, gooseflesh rose on Ashe's arms; a sense of danger prickled along his spine, like a chill wind. There was magic— powerful thaumaturgy— in the room; although it felt strangely vague and unfocused.


  Ashe nudged forward to better view the chessmen. Staunton's immaculate figure hunched forward over the board as he considered what appeared as a weak position for his king. His opponent was strikingly handsome: lengthy dark hair, pulled into an unconventional queue, swept back from a long, pale face with strong cheekbones and a neat goatee. The young man's brow beetled as he watched Staunton interpose a pawn. Steepling his fingers, Xander tapped his chin and whistled softly through his teeth before deftly moving a bishop to capture Staunton's lone, remaining knight. "Check… and mate."


  Staunton briefly contemplated the pieces then tipped his king in resignation. "Well played, my friend."


  "You are gracious, sir. It was more luck than skill."


  Philberry barged forward, pulling the young man from the table. "Nonsense, my boy, you are very skilled! But come, here is someone you must meet— I would like to acquaint you with Asher deLancey."


  The darkly attractive man gripped Ashe's extended hand, sending a shock along his arm. He was the source of the magic! Refusing to show any weakness, Ashe shook hands and met the man's brooding gaze.


  "A pleasure, Mister DeLancey." A wide charming smile brightened the man's face. "I am Xander Tristekedes."


  ****


  Melizander's breath caught in his chest and he stood entranced: Asher deLancey had the face of an angel. No, he thought, his was the rich, heavy-lidded beauty of Caravaggio's Saint John— chaste, yet sensual. However, Melizander could tell this man was no saint— and certainly not chaste. DeLancey's eyes had taken his measure, undressing him, as Minister Philberry introduced them. In truth I would not mind his taking my clothes off!


  "The pleasure is entirely mine." DeLancey's voice was a rich tenor with dark undertones. "Join me for a drink."


  Melizander nodded his assent and followed Asher to the lounge. There, each armed with a brandy, they had engaged in small talk, bandying anecdotes and quips, appraising one another. The artificer found the lord charming and articulate, not nearly as shallow or vain as his stylish appearance would have suggested.


  DeLancey questioned him relentlessly, almost to the bounds of the Phoenix' quite relaxed sense of propriety, wanting to know about his parents, his education, his profession. All but the last Melizander answered honestly. Abashed by his inability to make sense of Fourier's text and disconcerted somewhat by Asher's intense interest, he lied, saying he was at leisure thanks to his grandfather's bequest.


  As best he could, Melizander interjected his own questions. DeLancey, however, seemed immune to discussing himself, giving short, almost terse, answers. This quirk of humility appealed to Melizander; too often the men he met were enthralled with their own successes or failures, regaling him with stories that held little interest for him. He tried steering the conversation to the arts and literature; deLancey was well-read and evinced great taste in music, but always returned the focus to what Melizander thought or felt.


  The intense scrutiny made Melizander both slightly uncomfortable and exceedingly flattered. It had been a great while since a man had taken such interest in him.


  Asher called for more brandy.


  Melizander found himself following the movements of Asher's mouth, less than the words it spoke. He wanted to taste him, to drink the brandy from his lips. He was growing hard in his trousers. Somewhere he had lost the trail of the conversation.


  Another round came. Melizander's eyes traced the reflection of the lamps along the curls of Asher's hair; he was particularly intrigued by where it curled over his collar along his neck. He yearned to place a kiss… just… so…


  Suddenly deLancey got down to brass tacks: "I want you— now!" His words slurred slightly… or maybe it was Melizander's hearing.


  "The Club has rooms—" Shame clawed at his guts.


  "No! Let's go someplace less… formal."


  Melizander wanted to be with Asher— alone. "Then let us go to my house."


  "Very well. My carriage is outside— I'm taking you home."


  ****


  Ashe was drunk. Literally.


  Never in two thousand years had he been intoxicated by liquor. It simply did not affect him— he was a daemon after all. But now his thoughts were muddled, his tongue fuzzy, and his legs unable to support him well.


  Seeing Xander Tristekedes had set off something within Ashe's brain. Feeling that occult tingle had made him curious to find out everything he could about the young mortal. But that magical aura had nullified Ashe's daemonic powers: he had attempted to exert his influence upon him— to no avail. Nor could he discern the man's thoughts. Tristekedes was somehow protected.


  Robbed of his advantage and determined to discover the source of the protection, Ashe had quickly decided to invite the young man to share a drink, then resorted to old-fashioned charm and seduction. Xander had been seductive and charming in his own right; his disarming smile would occasionally appear to chase away the dour, serious expression that seemed his usual mien. He had a genuine quality to his character that fascinated Ashe; it called to some jaded piece of his psyche. Forthright and honest, the mortal had good-naturedly answered Ashe's barrage of interrogation. Even revealing the estranged relationship he had shared with his father. I'm not the only one with a difficult sire.


  Xander had tried valiantly to turn the conversation away to more mundane topics, but Ashe had persisted. And learned nothing about how he resisted my powers. Not that the daemon had expected him to admit to being a great wizard. A wizard who just happened to stumble into the Phoenix Club. Ashe snickered at his own humor.


  The additional alcohol should only have loosened Xander's tongue, not befuddled Ashe's mind. But rather than remaining focused he had become increasingly distracted by the dark, handsome human across from him. Ashe was certainly no stranger to attractive men, but there was an enigma to Mister Tristekedes. A riddle hiding behind those dark, liquid eyes that Ashe wanted to swim in. A puzzle concealed by long, nimble fingers that had toyed with the stem of the brandy snifter. Ashe imagined those fingers on his skin and shivered. Too late he had realized what was happening; too soon he had succumbed to his desire for the mystery man.


  Reining in his wayward senses, Ashe escorted Xander to his waiting carriage. The night air was cool and rain-washed, helping to clear Ashe's head. Xander stumbled and clung to Ashe's arm. The mortal's eyes widened as he took in the state-of-the-art daemon-steam carriage. An attentive footman helped them into the rear compartment.


  Ensconced in the richly decorated box, Ashe flicked on a lamp and studied his guest. Xander was closely examining the interior, running his fingers across the upholstery; his gaze fell on the lamp and he motioned at it. "Those are bloody worthless… poor power design."


  "Screw the bloody lamp!"


  Ashe pulled Xander into his arms and claimed the young man's lips with his mouth. Xander's lips were lush and insistent, tasting of brandy and smoke. He held the mortal firmly, pressed close against his wiry frame; the contact thrilled Ashe, his heart racing in his chest. Xander raised his hands and buried them in Ashe's hair, trying to pull him even closer.


  As the carriage chugged through the quiet London streets, Ashe rolled them across the bench, coming to rest atop his thighs. He wanted to touch Xander, feel his skin against his own. Releasing the embrace, he scrabbled at Xander's clothes, untying his cravat and fumbling at the buttons of his waistcoat. He disposed of the tie over his shoulder and turned his attention to the studs of the young mortal's shirt. Frustrated, he simply tore open the clothing; one or two of the studs glinted in the lamplight as they sailed across the compartment.


  Ashtariel gasped. Hard and cold in the green light, three strands of silver beads shone against Xander's chest. A treminae! He had heard of such things, read about them in scrolls, but they had passed from human knowledge centuries ago. No wonder Xander— or whatever his name was— had such powerful protection. This man was a daemonolator!


  The shock of the discovery had driven the last of the liquor from Ashtariel's brain. In its place sprouted the germ of an idea— the perfect thing to present to his father and prove his ambition— a real live daemon-hunter! Ashe laughed at his own ingenuity.


  "What's wrong?" Xander mumbled.


  "Nothing, my precious." He leaned in and kissed the handsome daemon-hunter. "Nothing at all."


  He simply had to circumvent the most powerful magic he had ever encountered.


  ****


  Melizander awoke in his own bed, squinting in the pale light that struggled through the window. He reached to the side. Of course it was empty. He remembered Ashe leaving in the wee hours of the morning. That was not his only memory:


  He recalled his fingers coiled in Ashe's hair, the full dark curls like silk in his hands; Ashe's hands and mouth as they covered his body with soft, moist caresses; his body quickening when Ashe's mouth took him to the root, drawing his climax from him like molten lead. He remembered the scent of Ashe's skin, redolent of cinnamon and cloves, and the taste of the lord's seed as it sprayed across his face, suffusing his senses with a briny masculinity. He recollected the soft warmth as they lay together, their bodies recovering from the stress, their fingers intertwined and stroking.


  But a darkness clouded the memory. Ashe had been clearly disconcerted by the necklace. Melizander, fingers numb and awkward in his intoxication, had been unable to open the clasp and remove the piece. During their lovemaking, Lord deLancey had avoided touching the strange jewelry. Regret niggled at Melizander. He must think me odd and foolish.


  Strangely, the artificer felt no ill effects from too much brandy and too little sleep. In fact, he felt more clear-headed than he had in weeks. Stretching mightily, he rolled over and spied the calling card propped against the bedside lamp. It was Asher's; he had penned At your service, A. along its margin.


  Melizander smiled. I am not so foolish after all.


  He enjoyed another great stretch and then padded to make his morning toilet. It was going to be a wonderful day!


  CHAPTER III – All Hallow's Eve


  Ashe looked about his dungeon— all was in readiness. Beneath the banal perversity of his usual equipment lurked a deeper secret, the culmination of extensive research, the result of numerous called-in favors— both on the mortal plane and the Nine Hells. The entire room had been rebuilt from the ground up. What on the surface looked to be a typical playroom with its bench and chains, a thorough selection of ropes, whips and other implements was in actuality a three-dimensional binding. A binding designed to cancel out the considerable power of the treminae and to immobilize its master, Melizander Tristekedes.


  For two months Ashtariel had courted Xander, enjoying his company and encouraging his obvious attraction; all the while avoiding any contact with his bloody silver necklace. In the last month the man he had met as Xander had at last revealed his real name. Ashe smiled at his success; seducing Melizander and gaining the daemon-hunter's trust had hardly been unpleasant or distasteful. Ultimately, that trust and Melizander's native honesty had led the young mortal to tell his tale of degradation and notoriety at the hands of the Phoenix master, Percy Atherton. The story had aroused both Ashe's anger and his flesh. Sensitive to Ashe's physical excitement, Melizander had agreed to take their relationship to the next stage, playing further into Ashe's trap.


  Now, standing in the middle of that trap and mindful of his ultimate goal, Ashe again had to quash his anger at Atherton's insensitivity. With not insignificant guilt, he also quashed his pity for Melizander's humiliation. His feelings for Melizander could carry no weight against his father's approbation.


  ****


  Excitement thrilled through Melizander. He had finally broken the riddle of the codex!


  The necklace— called a treminae— seemed to thrum powerfully, recognizing its name. The silver piece was a potent talisman, hidden for centuries, which would protect him from daemonic influences. As well, he had learned that the treminae could be used to call daemons, as well as to bind and command them. The codex was a compendium of complex rituals to utilize the various properties of the charm.


  Now that he had concrete results, he could be completely honest with Asher and tell him the full truth. The months of having to obfuscate and dodge Ashe's interest in parts of his life had been tiring to Melizander's conscience and trying to his sense of honor. Ashe's attentions had garnered his trust, something he held close and dear. He had already disclosed his embarrassing association with the Phoenix Club, which Ashe had taken easily in stride. But as far as the book was concerned he had needed to be able to say, "Here is my proof!"


  Melizander smiled. Never had he imagined he would gain two great gifts at the same time— a man who loved him and success in his dearest dream— yet he had them both; and Asher deLancey was to thank. Since meeting Ashe, he had made great strides in deciphering the book; it was as if Ashe's presence in his life had unlocked something within him, some source of inspiration and insight. Ashe had also unlocked pleasure in Melizander's life, given back to him, clean and clear, something that had been sullied and dark. Anticipation filled him as he thought of the bright future that lay ahead for him and Ashe.


  Calling for Philips, he sent a note to Ashe, accepting his invitation to dinner that night.


  ****


  Sending the young boy away with a ha'penny, Ashe quickly tore open the envelope and scanned its contents. Xander— in the small quiet place in his heart, he still thought of him by that name— had accepted his invitation to dinner, ostensibly to meet his parents. Ironically, Ashe had invited his father, not to dinner, but to make peace between them by offering him a full-fledged daemon-hunter.


  Ambivalence tore at his conscience, torturing him with a pain no rack could match. As cruel as Ashe had ever been, this trap seemed ever so much more daemonic. He laughed a bitter chuckle. Father will be so proud. But at what price? Tristekedes was a daemonolator, his life forfeit simply due to what he was. A small part of him screamed, but Xander was so much more! Honorable, caring and trustworthy! Qualities that Ashe had apparently left at the door.


  No matter how honorable Melizander was, he was mortal, doomed to die. Nox' anger and contempt would endure for millennia. Crumpling the stationery, Ashtariel went to dress for dinner.


  ****


  Melizander stood nervously on the stoop, watching the sun set the horizon alight as he awaited Ashe's doorman.


  "Good evening, Mister Tristekedes. Please come in." The door had been answered by Ashe's butler.


  "Good evening, Dobbs," Melizander answered. "How are you?"


  "Well, sir, thank you for asking." The aging servant escorted Ashe into the library. "Lord deLancey asked that you await him here. May I offer you a brandy?"


  "No, thank you." Melizander stood in the middle of the room, shifting his weight from left to right.


  "Very good, sir. Lord deLancey will be down shortly." Dobbs silently closed the pocket doors, isolating Melizander with his nerves.


  The artificer paced about the room, glancing at book titles and studying the artwork. As usual, Ashe had demonstrated impeccable taste, in both the décor and the furnishings. His hand strayed to the treminae, where it lay beneath his starched white shirt. He had tried not wearing the piece but he would soon be overcome with concern for its safety; the jewelry had become more and more his personal touchstone. He often found himself, as now, unconsciously fingering the silver beads. Tonight the necklace itched madly, scratching at his nerves. Annoyed, he clasped his hands behind his back.


  A soft shoosh announced the opening of the library's door. Melizander turned, expecting Dobbs, but was presented with Asher, looking dashing and trim in his tailored evening wear.


  "Goo— arrgghh!" Melizander's greeting was strangled in his throat as the treminae became a ring of fire around his neck. Doubling over, he grabbed for the talisman, tearing at the collar of his shirt. The pain was intense, but quickly began to fade when his hand grasped the metal beads, which were ice cold to his touch. Slowly he straightened up, gasping to catch his breath.


  Ashe stood stock-still in the entranceway, a shocked expression frozen across his features.


  Melizander moved toward him. "Ashe? Are you well?" The lord did not move, but remained stationary, his hand still positioned on the door handle. "Bloody hell, man! What kind of prank is this?"


  He stumbled back as the air about Ashe began to shimmer, as if waves of heat rose from the library floor. While Melizander stood by, Ashe's form shifted. Gone was the tailored evening wear, replaced by black leather trousers and some sort of tight-fitting singlet that gorgeously displayed his muscled chest. And wings. Wings! Black, glossy-feathered wings!


  Melizander knew he was having some type of hysterical hallucination— he must have fallen and hit his head. Yet Ashe remained silent and still as any statue.


  "Bloody… god… damn, man! What is the meaning of this?" He regained his feet, carefully stepping closer to his paralyzed lover. "Answer me!"


  Melizander watched as Ashe's lips moved, slowly forming words. "Treminae has… bound… me!"


  "Treminae? How did—? Bound?" Abruptly the wings made sense, and recognition flooded into Melizander's brain. "You… you are a… a… daemon? How? Why?"


  Again Ashe struggled to form an answer. "I… am… in… cu… bus. You… are… daemon… hunter."


  "I am no—" Suddenly Ashe's world crashed in as he went flying across the library to collide with a bookcase. He hit the floor, surrounded by a rain of books. Looking up, he perceived a towering black figure in front of the hearth. The treminae again began to burn him; this time he recognized it as the warning it was. A little sooner would have been good! He recalled an illustration from the Codex and raised his arm, hoping to direct some power at the newcomer since the treminae appeared to know what was going on. Nothing happened.


  A red lash of flame streaked from the interloper, wrapped around Melizander's outstretched arm and wrenched him off the carpet, to hold him suspended six feet above the floor. He glanced back at his transformed lover. Apparently the talisman— or perhaps just himself— had limited use with multiple daemons for Ashe had regained control over his body and was striding across the room.


  "Do not injure him, Father!"


  The towering blackness had resolved into a giant in ebony armor. A rumbling bass voice issued from the closed helm. "The mortal has raised power against a Prince of Hell! His life is forfeit! He is damned to the pit beyond the boiling blood of Phlegethon!"


  Swinging slowly in midair, Melizander watched as Ashe— that was how he still thought of him— grew larger to match the armored colossus. "He did not know what he was doing!"


  "Ashtariel! Why do you plead so? Was is not your plan to deliver the daemonolator to me?"


  Melizander found his voice as, disconcertingly, a small internal voice pointed out that he now knew a daemon's name. "Ashe— er, Ashtariel— er, whoever you are! What does he mean by 'your plan'?"


  ****


  Ashtariel turned to look at Xander— it was vaguely unnerving that they were eye to eye— and reached out to touch his face. He realized the taloned hand was probably not that comforting for the mortal and curled in his finger, using a knuckle to stroke Xander's cheek. The young man flinched.


  Melizander's recoil stabbed at Ashe. Taking a deep breath, he again met Xander's gaze. "Xand—"


  "Melizander— my name is Melizander. Not Xander!" He spat the last.


  The anger and disgust in the voice tore at Ashtariel, yet he plunged forward. I brewed this cup myself, now I must drink the lees. "Melizander, he speaks the truth. I… I planned to… magically bind you and deliver you to Hades."


  "So, I was to be sacrificed to your father." Melizander's voice had lost its heat and become cold and flat. "Why?"


  "It is… complicated."


  "As you well know, I am not unfamiliar with a complicated father."


  Ashtariel was aware of his father's scrutiny. "I… I wanted to impress him with my independence."


  "Did you succeed?"


  "I do not think so."


  "I see." A pained expression crossed Melizander's face. "Were my feelings for you real? After all, you are an incubus."


  "Your feelings were— are— your own. The treminae protected you from my influence." He met Melizander's gaze, refusing to look away. "However, it did not protect me from your influence. Or my own stupidity."


  Lord Nox exploded. "Great Satan's balls! Let us take the daemon-hunter to Hades and be done with all this chatter!"


  Ashtariel turned on his sire. "No! I will not be done with this chatter because I am not done with him! I came to Earth on your urging to learn about mortals. And learn I have!" He turned back to look at Melizander. "I have learned that they are honorable and kind. Funny and gracious; trusting and trustworthy with incredible character." He waved a hand, dismissing his father's magic, and caught Melizander as he slumped. "And I learned it all from you."


  Gently he laid the mortal on the settee. "I know you can never forgive me; but I shall always remember you, Melizander." He bent to place a kiss on the pale forehead.


  ****


  Listening to Ashe, Melizander had recalled the pain he had endured with his own father and what lengths he had gone to in order to alleviate that pain, including planning the destruction of a daemon. Ashe's journey had not been significantly different. Of course, he was an incubus and his father was a daemon prince, but he was just as desperate as Melizander to prove himself, to separate himself from his father's shadow. How can I not forgive what I was willing to do?


  The artificer pulled himself upright. "For you, it's Xander."


  Ashtariel smiled— which was slightly unsettling because of his fangs. "Xander it is!


  "Argh!" groaned Lord Nox. "I have no time for such weeping sentimentality!"


  A female voice chimed in. "Oh, Nox, you need some softening up!"


  "Mother!" exclaimed Ashe, turning to the incredibly beautiful woman who had appeared in the library. "What are you doing here?"


  "I wanted to visit your father." The succubus walked to Lord Nox and hooked her arm around his. "Decimius told me he was visiting you, so I had to come too."


  Ashe shrugged, transforming back to his mortal form. "Well, Xander, I did invite you to dinner with my parents. May I present Lord Nox and Lady Ashtarte?" He helped Xander to his feet, straightening his rumpled dinner jacket. "Mother, Father, I would like you to meet my lover, Xander Tristekedes."


  Melizander bowed. "Charmed, I'm sure."


  ****


  Later that night, after the parents were gone and the library returned to order, the hunter and his daemon climbed into bed.


  "Xander, please take off that damned necklace!"


  "Make it worth my while?"


  Ashe hit him with a pillow. "I am always worthwhile. I'm an incubus!"


  "That you are!" Melizander struck back and rolled atop him, pulling him in for a kiss.


  The daemon sneezed, and the light flickered out. "Bloody worthless lamp!"


  Amor vincit artem daemonica!
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  AT WHAT COST


  by Kathryn Sparrow


  It's been five years since the decree. Five lonely years. I looked around my studio apartment for the last time. It didn't look that different. The furniture had come with the apartment and remained. I had done little to personalize the space, leaving the walls that generic cream color that all rentals have. It's like I was never really here.


  What little I owned I had packed in the trunk of my car. Ready for the journey to the next stage of my solitary life. I sighed as I walked down the stairs and out into the scorching California sunshine.


  I actually looked forward to having seasons again— to snowflakes on my muzzle, and crunching through autumn leaves.


  I got in my car, started the engine, and turned to the East. A new chapter was starting. Going home was impossible, but I was going somewhere new.


  The promotion had been unexpected, but it had come at a good time. My current project at Soft Corp no longer satisfied me if it ever really had. I wanted more challenges or something, but I liked the company. Being offered lead engineer for a new effort was a dream come true. So why did I feel so empty inside? Oh yeah, no one to share it with.


  Perhaps deciding to drive three thousand miles in the early summer from San Jose, California to Natick, Massachusetts was not my brightest move. I thought it would be a chance to get out of the city without actually breaking the Council's decree. But it left me with too much quiet time, to think… to remember.


  ****


  Eight Years Earlier


  The beer bottle was cold in my hand, a droplet of condensation making its lazy way down the side. My buddy Craig had already found his target for the night. She was a junior here at Williams College and well on her way to tipsy. I had no doubt she wanted him, and they would go back to our off-campus apartment together.


  I caught a scent of green leaves and good earth at the door. A shifter, but not a bear like me. Maybe cougar, maybe wolf? I didn't have much contact with other kinds. Our council liked it that way. There were so few bears— we kept to ourselves. I had been stunned that they let me leave Vermont to go to college.


  He had a long, lanky body; just my type. His neatly trimmed hair reminded me of a ginger root. I imagined my larger, muscled body wrapped around him, my umber hair a dark contrast to his lighter tones. He looked out of wire-rimmed spectacles, surveying the place, when his eyes snapped to me, widening. I thought I caught a hint of amber before he blinked and his eyes turned back to the blue of a lake in springtime. He headed for me, and I could not look away. There was something about him. He definitely looked doable and I was still free to party. I had a couple years before the council would insist I choose a mate from our kind, bond, have babies, yada yada.


  "Hi, I'm Kyle." His spoke with a soft voice, barely a whisper, but I heard his heart pounding. Was he afraid? Excited?


  I looked him up and down and my cock stood up and took notice. Down boy. We just met; we should give him at least a few minutes. "Devlin. Can I buy you a beer?"


  "Uh… Sure. Yeah."


  Something in his tone made me pause. "How old are you?"


  "Eighteen," he said, standing up straighter as his voice squeaked.


  "You got ID, drinking age is twenty-one?"


  His shoulders rose and fell. "Yeah, I'm covered."


  I signaled to the waitress for two beers. She came over, carded him and seemed satisfied with what she found. I didn't care about giving beer to a minor, not if he had the metabolism of a shifter. He would have the stamina, too; my cock throbbed hopefully.


  He nursed the beer as he vibrated next to me, strung tight. I thought it was from using the fake ID, but that was past, and he only seemed more excited. I could smell arousal on him. This would be easy.


  "You a freshman?"


  He shook his head. "Next year."


  Shit, a high school student. What the fuck was I thinking? This was the weekend when the accepted prospects all came and got wined and dined. Well, non-alcoholic wine. What was he doing in a bar? Didn't he have some good wholesome fun to attend?


  He seemed to read my mind. "I skipped out on the activity tonight. Some presentation by a computer scientist. I wanted to see what campus life is really like."


  My roommate gave me the signal. Damn, he was taking the apartment. Shit. This kid was probably bunking with some freshman. Where was I gonna take him? Was I really gonna take home a high school student?


  "You really eighteen?"


  "Yeah…"


  At least he was legal.


  His eyes gleamed in spite of the dim light of the bar. "I'm a wolf… you?"


  "Bear."


  "I've never met a bear before."


  I didn't think it was possible but his eyes got even wider. Ducking my head, I added. "There aren't a lot of us." I tried not to think about how close we were to the edge.


  "Oh…" I could tell he didn't know how to respond. He began to reach for me, but pulled back.


  Why was I so nervous? Here was a piece of hot tail. He was a shifter and not a human so I wouldn't have to worry about hurting him accidentally. But I was tongue-tied.


  "Is there someplace we could go, more private?" he asked, glancing at the chattering crowd around us.


  Well don't I feel stupid. He's making the first move. Some smooth senior I am.


  "Sure. My roommate has our place sealed up, but we could get a room. I know a place down the street." His eyes got wide again, and I figured he would run.


  He swallowed, his adam's apple bobbing. "Uh… Okay."


  I looked up at the converted house that had the sign "Paisley's Bed and Breakfast" over the door. I knew from experience that there were only five rooms, but the Vacant sign out front let me know they had space. They usually did. I think they did half their business in hook-ups. Perfect for my needs.


  I paid in cash and led him up to the blue room. God they made these places for girls. The blue sheets probably had some name like Azure or Cerulean. Whatever, the room had a bed, just what I needed.


  I couldn't remember the last time I wanted anyone so much, a man or a woman. This guy, shit, he just spoke to me.


  "I should warn you. I may change a little, during…you know." Well that's cute. He couldn't even say sex. What the hell was I doing? He was probably a virgin.


  "I know? You mean fucking?" I knew I was being cruel. I was weak. I should've put a stop to all of this. I'm not the type to deflower a virgin who was still in high school on a hook-up, but I wanted him. My only hope to save him from me was to scare him away.


  He swallowed again as a trickle of sweat ran down the side of his face. Damn, I wanted to lick it off. "Yeah, sometimes our eyes change and our canines drop."


  I bet that looked hot. What was wrong with me? I wasn't this kind of bastard, was I?


  "How do you keep your secret from humans?"


  He looked away like the wall was fascinating, his fair skin heating to an attractive red. I could barely hear him as he mumbled. "It doesn't always happen, but I thought it might with you…"


  "Okay." Maybe it was a shifter thing. Or maybe, it had never been an issue. Jesus, the kid really was a virgin.


  He looked at me out of the corner of his eye. As if something horrible would happen if he looked directly at me. "What about you? Any changes?"


  A bear only changed if they were going to claim a mate. Then their paws would come out. Since there was no way I claiming any mate tonight, it wouldn't be a problem.


  "No… No changes."


  "Okay."


  Suddenly he pounced on me tumbling us onto the bed. He wasn't kidding about changing, as his lips connected with mine, his extended teeth nicked my lips. I thought it would hurt, but holy shit, it sent bolts of want directly to my cock.


  I wrapped my arms around him, pulling him in closer to me. I could smell the musk of his arousal, mixed with the earthy smells of the forest I grew up in. I reached down and grabbed his ass, pulling our groins together.


  He moaned as our cocks pressed against each other's. Jolts of need and sharp arousal shot through my body as I thrust against him and our tongues connected, dancing.


  I pulled back and saw his wolf eyes for the first time, solid amber and the tips of his fangs were peeking out of his lips. Damn, he looked hot. I reached out and lifted the purple Williams College T-shirt off of him. This revealed a lightly furred chest, nothing like my hairy self. His nipples were already hard, looking like they needed attention.


  I leaned in as his hands started tugging on my shirt, pulling it off. I lifted my hands and my nipples stood to greet him as the cool air hit them. I pulled him against me, chest to chest, kissing him again.


  I worked down his jawline, tasting and nipping. I ran my tongue along the crook of his neck and reveled as he gasped in pleasure. Then I worked my way down his chest and nipped first one tight bud then the other. Each followed by a soothing lick. His breath hissed in as he arched towards me.


  Damn this guy was responsive. He pulled me up to his lips again. His tongue sought entrance to my mouth. I wasn't saying no to that. His tongue soothed over mine, rubbing, caressing. My hips jerked forward, my engorged cock seeking attention.


  He reached between us and unzipped my fly, sliding my jeans and briefs off. I toed off my shoes and socks and kicked everything aside.


  He took one look at my throbbing prick and dove for it, taking it in his mouth, running his tongue along the head. I threw my head back, lost in the sensations.


  "Oh God," I moaned. It had never been this good. This guy had some serious skills. Maybe not a virgin after all. I didn't want him to stop, but I wanted him naked, too.


  I grabbed his hair and tugged gently. He got the message and allowed my shaft to slip from his warm wet mouth with a pop.


  I reached down and tugged on his jeans until they slipped off his hips. I hooked a finger in the waistband of his underwear and slid it down as well.


  Finally, he lay next to me completely naked. His rock-hard shaft bounced against his belly, leaking pre-cum. I wanted to fuck him when it hit me. I slapped my head, "Shit! I don't have any lube."


  "Me either… I didn't expect this," he said, looking around the room for inspiration.


  "We'll just have to do something else," I told him. He already showed the way.


  I bent towards him and swallowed down his rock hard cock and started bobbing my head up and down. There is nothing like having a solid prick in my mouth.


  He moved beside me shifting his head and wet, warmth surrounded my shaft. Sixty nine, oh yeah!


  I wasn't going to shirk my responsibilities. I continued to bob my head up and down, running my tongue along the sensitive ridge on the underside of his cock even as I wanted to throw my head back from the amazing sensations zinging through me.


  Wherever this guy learned to suck cock should charge money because he was a goddamned champion. He took me all the way back into his throat and then swallowed around me. It was all I could do to keep moving, and I upped the ante by humming.


  The arousal coursed through me, and my hands twitched as fur sprouted from them, and my fingers narrowed into claws. What the fuck? I wasn't going to claim a mate. I hadn't willed this to happen.


  But he swallowed again and that was it. I was too close to the edge and I shot, filling his mouth. And like the champion he was, he swallowed it all.


  I took a moment to savor the pleasure and return my hands to normal. Why did that happen?


  I re-doubled my efforts, trying to give as good as I got. I reached down and fondled his balls as he pulsed into my mouth, filling me with his spunk. I happily swallowed all that he gave me.


  My heart raced, "That was —"


  He finished my thought. "Fuckin' amazing."


  "Yeah… that." I panted out, trying to catch my breath.


  He flipped around so we were face-to-face. "I knew it would be like this," he said, looking me in the eyes.


  Something about his expression made me nervous. "What?"


  "I knew sex with my mate would be mind-blowing," he said, his eyes wide, his face split with a grin.


  My jaws dropped. I didn't claim him. "Mate? What?"


  "We're mates. Can't you smell it?" He looked up at me, his hands on my chest. He looked so happy, so excited. Was he delusional?


  I had no idea what he was talking about. What did scent have to do with choosing a mate? I would choose my mate when I was ready to have children.


  "Smell what? What are you talking about?"


  His eyes widened, locking on me with laser precision as his lower lip trembled. He wrapped his arms around his bare midriff.


  "Our mates— wolves, I mean— it's like destiny or biology or something. We know our mates by smell. You're my mate."


  Oh shit. My stomach went into free-fall. He thinks I'm his mate because of my scent? I wasn't even wearing cologne.


  "That's nuts. It doesn't work that way for bears. If we choose to mate, we claim them. Once they're claimed, a bond forms."


  "Oh…" His entire face fell. His body drooped. The corners of his mouth turned down. Damn, he looked like a puppy that had just been kicked. I cringed. What kind of bastard kicks a puppy?


  I didn't know what to say. This guy thought we were what— married? I couldn't marry him. My people had strict laws forbidding mating without approval, and as much as I preferred guys, same sex mates would not be approved. Interspecies mates would not be approved. In fact, I would be required to choose a mate, a girl bear mate and have cubs. It was a matter of survival.


  In the old days, bears rarely mated. We would come together and occasionally father children. Too occasionally. Now, there were just not enough bears.


  So the Ursidae Council went from being a loose body to being a governing council. They enacted laws meant to save our species. Our numbers were increasing slowly since this policy went into place three generations ago.


  We youngsters got our fuck-around time and then we had to hunker down in a monogamous relationship. It was the only way, back then, to make sure we kept track of the genetics. No first cousins having kids that ended up with some horrible birth defect. Each birth was too important.


  "I… I assumed you were the same. Like us. If you had been human, I wouldn't have just jumped in like this. I would have taken time to get to know you. I hope you'll give me a chance to now. I… I only get one shot at this. Every wolf only has one mate."


  This guy thinks I'm his one and only. Something was clearly broken. It just didn't work that way for bears. I tried to remain calm, but I needed to get out of there. I suspected he could smell my emotions so I tried to think about happy thoughts and then I lied through my teeth.


  "Of course the sex was… pretty amazing," I added.


  Okay, the only lie in the last part was the qualification. It had been the best sex of my life. My paws never came out before. A small part of my brain tried to bring that to the front, but I pushed it aside. I needed to focus on the issue at hand— getting away from the possessive wolf.


  He took a deep breath and let it out slowly, relaxing. "Okay."


  I could see he was tired— post-coital bliss and all that— so I rubbed his back, encouraging him to sleep.


  He looked kinda sweet as he drifted off, like a good puppy. But there was no way I could stay. I wasn't going to be tied down because of some weird wolf folklore. Not to mention the whole survival thing.


  Fortunately, he slept like a log, and I slipped out of bed, dressed quietly, and left. I assumed wolves had keen senses of smell and that would let him track me down too easily, so I walked back to my car and drove north into Vermont. I hadn't been back to see my parents since Christmas and it seemed like a good idea.


  I arrived at home at five AM, slipped into the house and up to the room I shared with two of my brothers. They were fast asleep, so I got into bed and finally let my head fall to the pillow.


  Kyle wakes and he looks around for me, his heart racing. He smells that I'm not there. He dresses and follows my scent to my parking spot where it disappears. He searches around, trying to find it. He wants to howl but knows better than to do it in the small college town.


  I sat up with a start. It was the first of my dreams of Kyle and unfortunately not the last.


  ****


  As the semester continued, my anxiety grew. I just knew Kyle would come back to campus to find me.


  The first time was a week later. Need, want, longing filled me until it hurt. He was coming. Part of me wanted to stay, but then I thought of the extinction of my race.


  So I just got in my car and drove away.


  He couldn't track me when I drove. How I knew he was coming made no sense, but my roommate confirmed that the guy had come looking for me.


  Fuck! I was being stalked.


  I managed to hold on for the rest of the semester and graduate with my class. But instead of going to MIT for my masters, I went to Stanford. It seemed like a good time to get out of Dodge.


  Even when I moved to California, the dreams continued:


  Kyle is running through the woods at night, howling in pain, frantic. Then he's in a dorm room at Williams College. Tears are streaming down his face as he sits at his desk, angry and alone. He is trying to do work, but he can't focus. There is a low level ache inside him.


  I don't make any friends at Stanford. I just feel awkward… like I have made the biggest mistake of my life, and I don't deserve friends, or girls, or anything. Everything around me looks flat, like all the color has drained from the world.


  Kyle is masturbating. His hand moves in the rhythmic tug and pull that will bring about release. His eyes are closed. He looks beautiful. His balls draw up tight, and he comes calling my name. He swipes the semen off his belly and then curls into the fetal position.


  I graduate and get my dream job at Soft Corp. I try to date, but I just can't see myself with anyone else. It feels wrong. I feel wrong. I'm like a robot going through the motions of life but not really living.


  Maybe, I should try to find him.


  How many Kyles could there be at Williams? But, then I remember the council. They would never allow us to be together.


  My father calls. I need to come home. The council wishes to see me. I'm about to turn twenty-five. I know what this means. It is time for me to take a mate.


  I fly home. It's good to be in my home forest. It's good to see my brothers and sisters. In a few days, I will be mated. I will have to tell my co-workers that I have returned with a wife. I hope she likes San Jose. Or maybe I will have to quit my job if she doesn't.


  I'm in the cave where the council has met for centuries. In front of me are the five bears in charge. To the left are several eligible girls. I know I have to pick one, for the good of the Sleuth.


  I look at them.


  There is Trina. She was my first love and my first time. It's a good memory for me, lovely and warm and sweet. I often wondered if we would end up together. But now, she looks dull somehow. It's not that she isn't gorgeous. She just isn't him.


  Lena is there, too. She's a bit younger, but boy, is she athletic. She's got an ideal hourglass shape and a perfect ass. But nothing.


  "I can't do this," I say, my head hung low.


  Rostarin, the head of the council glares at me. "You will do this. This is our law. We must continue the line."


  I can't quite lift my head to meet his eyes. The weight of survival is crushing. But something in me won't let me capitulate either.


  "I won't. You can't force me to mate."


  I've been told my whole life that for the bond to form, both sides must be willing. More than that— they must want it. The two must connect in a fundamental way.


  "True." Rostarin's voice is hard, menacing. "Why would you turn your back on us like this?"


  Trina is looking at me. Her hand is covering her mouth, and her eyes are so wide. Lena has turned her back on me. Her hand is gripping her hip.


  "I… I don't know. I don't want to hurt anyone, but I just can't do this." I manage to stammer out.


  Rostarin's eyes narrowed as he stared at me. "Then I have no choice. We must make an example of you."


  I should give in. I know he's right. Except, he's not right. Nothing is right. It hasn't been right for a long time.


  "I don't care."


  "Then go. You are banished from the forest. Go back to your city."


  I hear a gasp behind me. I see in my peripheral vision that Rostarin is pointing at the exit.


  "You may return when you are ready to take a mate."


  I leave the cave with my head hung low. I walk right to my rental car and drive away, never looking back. I would never see my family and Sleuth again.


  ****


  My mind snapped back to the present as I entered Massachusetts. The leaves of the trees hanging over the highway were aromatic and inviting. They were so similar to home. The road was relatively free of traffic but that would change as I headed east into the more densely populated areas. I would roll up my window then to keep out the stench of exhaust.


  But, for now, I enjoyed the smell of New England in the summer. I neared Exit Two when a smell drifted in on the air: Musk, wolf, leaves, earth… Kyle.


  I must be imagining things, but there was the smell again. I pulled off the highway, following my nose, every so often catching that scent on the wind. It led me to a forest. I pulled to the side of the road.


  My heart pounded in my ears— Kyle, Kyle, Kyle.


  He was near. I knew it. I could feel it, feel him.


  Suddenly something awakened inside of me. I had to see him. It had been eight years and I had become a closed up shell. I had no family, no Sleuth, and all because of a one night stand with an idealistic, delusional wolf.


  What if he really was meant to be my mate? What if this emptiness inside could only be filled by him? I suddenly remembered my paws appearing. That was the first step needed to create a bond.


  I got out of my car and ran into the forest, smelling the air. Should I shift? I stayed human so I could speak with him. I was filled with longing. I had to see him. Solve this once and for all.


  The leaves rustled and I smelled the scent on the wind before I saw them. Wolves were coming. Not him.


  I threw off my clothes frantically and brought the image of my bear to mind. I visualized my deep brown fur and inhaled. As my lungs and stomach filled, my body expanded, growing, thickening around my stomach and torso. Little itches ran along my skin announcing the arrival of my soft ruff. My fingers thinned and strengthened into claws. My face puckered, almost a kiss that kept going as my mouth and nose elongated and grew into my muzzle.


  They came into the clearing snarling. Two wolves, covered in mottled grey fur with hints of black and brown. The one on the right was slightly larger, but otherwise I doubt I could tell them apart.


  I roared back. They blocked me from my path— blocked me from getting to him. I could not allow this.


  Their teeth were bared as growls escaped from deep in their chests. They crouched low, defensive, tails in the air, and ready to pounce.


  I bared my own teeth. I could take two wolves.


  Then another wolf arrived behind them. He was larger— much larger and covered in grey mottled fur as well. A flutter of nerves passed through me. Two wolves would have been no problem, but three? And Jesus, did I mention the third wolf was huge?


  He shifted to human form in a blink in one fluid motion. A bear shifting so quickly meant great power. Even as a human, this man was formidable, muscles rippled across his torso and biceps. His shaggy brown hair fell around his face in waves.


  He eyed me up and down. I started to rear back to run at the man, but the two wolves held their defensive stances, snarling. I would have to get through them to get to him.


  "Shift bear. Why are you on our land?"


  There was no way I was shifting with two wolves ready to tear my throat out. Was he crazy? I shook my head, gesturing to the twin menaces.


  "Stand down, boys."


  They ignored the man.


  Power flowed from the man like a thousand ants crawling across my skin.


  "Stand down, boys."


  The two wolves sat, docile as puppies, tongues lolling.


  So I sat back on my haunches and allowed myself to deflate. My fur folded into my skin and my muzzle curled in. Soon I was sitting flat on my ass, buck naked. My head spun for a moment as I adjusted to my human form again. Being naked might have bothered me, but he was naked too.


  I hated how vulnerable I was in human form, but what else could I really do? I wasn't going to attack. What good could come of that? This was probably Kyle's Sleuth… what was the word? Pride? No, pack. Wolves lived in packs.


  "I'm looking for Kyle," I said, hoping Kyle wasn't a popular name in this pack.


  "Who are you?" The man barked out.


  I straightened to my full height, trying to look confident even as my stomach did somersaults. "My name is Devlin. I met Kyle several years ago, and I need to see him."


  The man looked me up and down again, assessing, eyes narrowed. He whispered something in one of the wolves' ears, and the wolf ran off.


  "I know who you are. Why are you here?"


  Lying crossed my mind for the briefest of moments. But lying had gotten me eight years of misery and I realized— I could feel him. I didn't know how, but I knew he was close. I needed to see him, and I would try the truth this time. "I don't know why I'm here. I just need to be, need to see him. I need to understand what is happening to me."


  The man's gunmetal grey eyes narrowed; his body looked tense. "You've caused him a lot of pain." He might as well have reached out and slapped me.


  He continued, voice hard. "He's learned to ignore it, or maybe he's gotten better at hiding it. I don't know; I've never seen anything like it. It's more than simply being... rejected by a mate. He feels you." His hands curled slowly into fists. "I won't allow you to open this all up again. He may not be able to heal this time."


  But I was stuck on one thing he said. "He… he feels me?"


  "Yes, each time he decided to search, he felt you run."


  I flinched, his words a harsh slap. I knew he was right.


  "He cries out for you in the night. He says you are empty inside and he cries for your pain."


  Bile rose in my throat. "Why did he tell you this? Are… are you someone special to him?" Had Kyle managed to find someone else, even though he said he couldn't?


  "Yes," the man answered.


  Jealousy surrounded me. It took every ounce of restraint to stay in human form, but he said he could not have another mate. How could this man have replaced me? I didn't even wonder when my mind had changed to be so possessive.


  But no more running half-cocked. I needed to be sure. "Who?"


  "I'm his Alpha. The leader of this pack."


  Relief flooded me.


  "I… I've sensed him too." The tension in me melted at finally admitting this. "I don't know why. Is it a wolf thing?"


  "It's not," the Alpha said, shaking his head. "Come, I will take you to the pack's house and we will decide what to do there. If I'm satisfied, you will see him."


  I gathered my clothes and dressed. Then he led me through the forest with the other wolf behind us. The threat was clear. No sudden moves or I was dog food.


  The walk seemed to take forever, but we finally arrived at a large house. The Alpha led me inside to a living room area and told me to take a seat. I waited about five minutes before he returned with two new people: a man and a woman. The woman was human and the man was a shifter— I assumed a wolf.


  "I'm Martin Tomasini. This is my wife, Jessica. We're Kyle's parents."


  My cheeks heated. "I'm Devlin… Devlin Reitler. How is Kyle a shifter if his mom is human?" I blurted.


  The Tomasinis exchanged a glance with the Alpha. Kyle's mom looked at me, her mouth hanging open.


  His dad spoke first. "There are no female werewolves. Our mothers are always human."


  I can't imagine how stupid I looked. I had to snap my mouth closed. No women wolves?


  The Alpha spoke. I realized he never gave me his name. "Is it different for bears?"


  The question had been spoken in a quiet tone. I answered quietly as well. "Yes, a bear cub is only born if both the mother and the father are bears."


  "Oh." His mother's expression turned hard. "Why are you here?"


  I looked into her eyes, the same blue as Kyle's. Those eyes glared at me. The image of a mother protecting her cub came to mind. Part of me was pleased that Kyle had such a mother. She asked a good question.


  "I… I don't know."


  "That's not good enough." Her eyebrows scrunched together and she leaned towards me. He voice growing louder. "Do you know what you have done to Kyle, what you put him through?"


  I flinched. "I… I didn't do anything to him." I tried to defend myself, but really, I deserved all of this.


  "Why don't I believe you?" she shouted.


  Her husband put his hand on her shoulder and drew her back.


  Then he explained. "Occasionally, a wolf mate will reject the wolf. It hurts, but with Kyle, it's more."


  "More?" I asked. A maelstrom began spinning in my stomach.


  "Don't play dumb." She yelled again. "What happens when bears mate?"


  My mind froze, trying to escape the encroaching pain. "If two bears choose to form a permanent attachment, they claim each other during… sex." I didn't think it was possible, but my face grew even hotter. Was I really talking about sex with Kyle's parents? "They will their claws to appear and draw each other's blood and mix it together. This forms the bond. They can hear each other's thoughts. Doesn't that happen with wolves?" The question sounded lame even to me. Clearly things were very different for wolves and bears.


  "No, wolves aren't telepathic usually," his father answered. "Why did you draw Kyle's blood and then leave?"


  I shook my head, and raised my hands to punctuate my words. "I didn't. I was shocked when my claws came out. I didn't call them, but I never drew blood to initiate the bond."


  The Alpha spoke, sounding thoughtful. "Are you sure it's the drawing and mixing of blood that initiates the bond?"


  "Huh?" I had been taught that my entire life. Out with the claws, puncture, mix, voila, bond.


  The Alpha spoke gently to me, as if to a child. "Maybe drawing and mixing blood completes the bond."


  I wanted to vomit. "No… I…" I said, shaking my head.


  But it made sense. The bond had started to form. I didn't will it. I didn't ask for it, but it had. We just never finished it. How was that possible? It explained everything, the longing for him, sharing his dreams, the emptiness in the place where he should be.


  Oh God. I dropped my face into my hands.


  "What have I done?" I asked, a tear sliding down my cheek. "I… I never tried to bond with him. To bond, both sides need to want it, to consent."


  "He's a wolf and knew you were his mate. He consented." Kyle's dad said just as gently.


  He consented. Did I? "But… I…"


  His dad put a hand on my shoulder and turned me toward him. "Some part of you recognized him and reached out, or tried to."


  My brain fried, overloaded. "All that shit he said about being mates is real?"


  Kyle's dad looked me in the eyes. "Wolves always know their mates."


  Eight years… Had I really been fooling myself for eight years? Such a waste.


  "You said your paws came out." The Alpha asked. "Has that ever happened during sex before or since?"


  "No." I buried my face in my hands again. I had caused so much pain for Kyle, for myself.


  His mother spoke. "I shouldn't let you see him."


  I looked up. Her head was tilted up and she looked down at me, a frown cut her face. If looks could kill, I'd be dead. "Why?" I asked.


  "I don't trust you." Her arms were crossed over her chest. "You don't seem particularly ready to do anything but hurt him more."


  Rage boiled inside of me. They couldn't keep me from him. "You don't understand."


  "Then help us understand," his dad stated.


  "When he said we were mates, I didn't know about wolves." My voice rose. "We bears, there aren't a lot of us. We have rules from the Ursidae council that governs the Sleuth. Our one Sleuth - that's it. That's all of us." I looked right at Kyle's mom. "All matings must be approved and must be with the intention to produce offspring. Even if medical intervention is needed. It must be between bears so that the offspring is a bear." My voice hardened. How dare she judge me? She wasn't even a shifter.


  Why was I explaining this? It didn't matter. The anger drained out of me and deflated like a balloon. "It wasn't always like this, but there are so few of us…"


  Kyle's dad answered. "They wouldn't approve of a homosexual mating, much less one with a non-bear."


  I looked him directly in the eye. "Absolutely not; it's forbidden." I looked up at him. My eyes bugged out. "No offspring. When he started talking about mates, I freaked. I knew I could never claim him. The council would… I didn't even know what they would do." I paused a beat. "Now I do."


  She leaned towards me, her mouth parted. "How do you know? Did someone else try? What happened?"


  "I refused to take a mate when I turned twenty-five. I… I couldn't. Something stopped me. I… I think… I didn't…" How could I explain my actions? They had made no sense at the time.


  "What?" she asked, still looking fierce, but something in her expression had changed.


  I looked at her. "It never occurred to me that I might already be bonded even partially. I can only have one bonded mate at a time. As long as my mate lives, I can't take another."


  I lifted my hand, willing her to understand. "I defied everyone, and I couldn't even explain why. They banished me. I have lived alone without benefit of Sleuth for five years. I can't contact my parents, my brothers and sisters."


  I trembled, my cheeks were like flames, and my eyes stung. I saw an answering tear on her face as I continued. "I probably have brothers and sisters I don't even know about. Bear families in this generation are large. We all take the need seriously."


  "You were banished," she said quietly.


  "Yes." I whispered back.


  The Alpha spoke. "You know, we tried to find you."


  "You did, how?" I don't know why I was surprised.


  "We contacted your council in Vermont. All we knew was a bear named Devlin that went to Williams." His face hardened. "They said there was no one named Devlin."


  His dad added, "We searched the campus. He said he smelled you, but that you had run."


  "I sensed when he was coming. The council never told me that you contacted them. Did you tell them you were searching for your son's mate?"


  "Yes," the Alpha answered.


  It all made sense. "They would never have allowed it," I said.


  "Controlling bastards," his mom shot out.


  "They are frightened and desperate," I said, "They don't want to see the end of us all."


  "At what cost?" His mom had a point. No one wants extinction, but instead of physically dying, our whole culture and our freedom were gone. I don't know why I was chosen to be Kyle's mate, but clearly it was supposed to happen. Should the council try to supersede such a primal instinct?


  Time to go for broke. "Look, I can't promise anything. I knew your son a few hours, but if what I suspect is true, then I can't walk away from him again. I've already been banished so they can't hold that over me. Please, I need to see him."


  They looked at me for a long time before leaving the room to discuss it. My heart pounded in my chest. Suddenly everything narrowed down to this moment. I had been wrong all along. It was why I couldn't be close to anyone. I needed him to be complete.


  His parent's and the Alpha filed in, their faces flat, unreadable.


  The Alpha spoke. "We will allow you to see him. He is being brought here."


  A thrill of excitement and fear zapped through me. What should I say to him? Will he forgive me? "Will he be told why he is coming?"


  "Yes," his dad said.


  I knew the moment they told him. Even with our incomplete bond, this wave of joy washed over me, filled me. My heart raced, my blood pounded in my ears and something that I could only describe as rightness settled over me.


  Then the backlash of fear and anger. I had hurt him and violated his trust. I would have to earn what he had once given freely.


  The seconds ticked by. After eight years, waiting a few minutes should have been a breeze. But I had to live each of those seconds. I realized I had kept myself unconscious through those eight years. I had closed myself off, protected myself like a wounded animal— the wound an incomplete stump of a bond. But now I was awake and open. I would deal with whatever I had to, for Kyle.


  Would he reject me for all the pain I had caused? What if they were wrong and there was no bond? But there was; the closer Kyle got, the more I could feel him. I knew the moment he would enter the room.


  I looked up at the door from the couch and there he was. The years had been hard on him in one way. His face looked haggard. Why wouldn't it? The bond made it clear how poorly he slept. But he also had matured. His chest had filled out and his hard angled jaw had lost the baby fat. This wasn't some eighteen-year-old kid that stood before me. This was a twenty-six year old man and my eyes drank in the sight of him as my nostrils filled with his scent of leaves and earth. His ginger hair styled neat and trim, framed his face.


  His eyes shifted from blue to solid amber behind his wire rim glasses, and his canine teeth peeked from full kissable lips. He glanced over at his parents and red painted his face.


  "We were just leaving," his father said, pulling his mother from the room with the Alpha following.


  I looked down at my hands as they sprouted brown fur that itched and tickled and my fingers narrowed to claws. Why shouldn't my bear paws come out? It was time to claim my mate.


  I stood and moved toward him. "I'm… I'm so sorry. I was wrong."


  "Yes, you were." His wolf eyes were hard as they stared at me.


  "I can't do this anymore. I need you. Tell me what to do to make this right." I lifted a hand to him, reaching.


  He didn't move closer to me, but he didn't move away either. "Tell me why."


  "Why I left? I didn't understand about wolf mates." I wanted to cringe at the pleading tone in my voice.


  "Being with me was so horrible that you ran?"


  "No. No. Bear law requires us to take a female bear for a mate. I wasn't free to choose."


  "So what's changed?" he asked.


  I looked away, filling my lungs. "I told them no." I looked up at him. "They banished me, but I couldn't be with anyone else. I think I finally understand why."


  "Why?"


  "You're my mate," I said, holding up my hands. "You asked if something changed when bears mated. Our paws emerge. I thought I chose when they came out, but with you, they just did. I didn't know what it meant then, but I think something inside me recognized you."


  "How do I know you're not lying? How do I know you won't change your mind and run again?"


  I shrugged at this. "When the bond is complete, you'll know. When we bond, our minds join."


  Fear flowed across the bond from Kyle. I wasn't surprised. I was asking him to trust just a little bit more. I had to convince him to let me complete the bond so I did the only thing I could think of. I thought of all the loneliness and regret I had suffered and then the joy I experienced when I rediscovered him.


  "Please, give me a chance to prove myself. I was wrong, and I'm sorry. Let me complete the bond and spend the rest of my life making it up to you."


  Kyle looked at me for several moments; a wash of emotions ran over me, fear, anger, and hope. I reached out to him trying to reinforce the hope.


  He took a step towards me, and I moved to meet him. I leaned in and kissed him, slowly and gently. I wanted to crash our mouths together, but I needed to reassure him.


  I ran my tongue along his and explored his canines. Kyle's arms came around me, and he pulled me in tight. I moaned as our bodies met, hard cocks straining through the fabric of our clothes to join.


  Kyle pulled back. "Not here." He grabbed my hand and led me from the room and up the stairs to one of the bedrooms.


  "Are we allowed to be here?" I asked. I knew nothing about wolf packs or how they lived.


  "Yes. Alpha Rupert said we could use the room."


  I reached out and pulled Kyle's shirt up and over his head, exposing his well-muscled chest. He had grown up, and I took a moment to admire the chiseled pecs covered lightly with hair.


  As Kyle removed my shirt, my skin heated; I wanted to shy away. I wasn't fat, but I had none of the muscle definition that he had. I lived life in the city and worked at a desk. My hairy chest was barely defined. I faced Kyle, prepared for disappointment.


  Kyle gasped and bent to take one of my nipples in his mouth. "So perfect."


  My nipple hardened as Kyle scraped a canine across it, and I hissed in a breath. I wrapped my arms around Kyle and ran my bear claws gently up and down his back. Kyle leaned into the touch and then removed both of our pants and briefs. Fully naked, I drank in the sight of my mate. Kyle's body was perfect, from the top of his ginger blond head to his thick, weeping cock, to the tips of his toes.


  Mine. I could finally admit it to myself. Mine.


  "Please, we never got to… fuck last time. Please…" Kyle whimpered.


  "Tell me what you need," I said between kisses. I wanted to give him anything and everything.


  "You… in me." He panted.


  A small smile lit my face. "I still don't have any lube."


  "When I heard you were here, I grabbed some," Kyle said, his cheeked flushing as he reached for his pants, and pulled out a bottle of lube.


  He didn't have to ask twice. Not anymore. "Get on the bed. Hands and knees."


  "No, I want to see you," he said as he lay on his back.


  I wanted this to be good for him. "It's harder that way."


  "I don't care." Really, I couldn't refuse him this.


  Kyle bent his legs exposing his pucker.


  Ensuring my hands were human again, I slicked up my fingers with lube. I took his prick into my mouth and started moving up and down it, licking and sucking while my finger fluttered around his hole. I wanted to savor this moment, and I needed to make it good for my mate.


  Kyle took a deep breath and groaned as I continued the twin assaults. When his hole relaxed and accepted my finger, I pushed it in.


  The walls of his passage gripped more tightly than I would have thought possible. "Have you ever had a man here?"


  "I've never had anyone."


  I frowned at that. "I'm so sorry. I will spend the rest of my life making it up to you. Making you happy." I added a second finger, spreading them to stretch Kyle's channel. I searched, crooking my fingers until…


  "Holy fuck."


  "Good?" I asked as satisfaction rolled through me.


  "Hell yeah."


  "That's your prostate." Sometimes I talk too much.


  "Do it again." His body pleaded as much as his voice.


  Eager to comply, I nudged his spot.


  Kyle's body shuddered in pleasure. His head rolled to one side and he chewed his lip. But he spread his legs wider and lifted his ass.


  Then I eased in a third finger. I waited for a moment while his body adjusted to the sensation, then resumed pumping into him.


  "Please Dev, just do it. I'm ready."


  I pulled my fingers free, enjoying the way he wriggled, and got myself slick. I'd never been more grateful that shifters had no need of condoms than right this second. I pushed in slowly, filling him. When I was balls deep, I waited, giving Kyle time to get used to the sensation.


  "Dev, please."


  I withdrew almost completely then pushed forward savoring the sensation of his channel gripping me. I looked down into Kyle's eyes, and for the first time in eight years, eight long years, the world was right. This was who I should have been with. I had been a fool.


  I thrust harder, rubbing Kyle's sweet spot with every stroke.


  "Ung," Kyle moaned, his body moving to meet mine.


  I leaned in and captured Kyle's mouth in an open-mouthed kiss, passionate and sloppy. Kyle's hands were on my back.


  I upped the pace, slamming into him, just to hear the moans of satisfaction pour out of him. My own pleasure was intense, although of secondary importance. This was for Kyle.


  I knew it would be over soon, even though I wanted it to last forever. I closed my eyes and willed my hands to sprout fur and my fingers to narrow into claws.


  "Kyle, I claim you as my bonded mate."


  "Yes."


  It was all I needed to hear. I reached for his shoulder. With my claws extended, I punctured his skin. His instincts were perfect; he reached up and sank his sharp canines into my neck. Pleasure exploded from that point of contact.


  Driving in a few more times, I reached for the blood that flowed from me, mixing it with his. As he tightened around me and came, painting our chests, the bond slammed into place. The pleasure overwhelmed me and I came, hard, filling him for the first time.


  His pleasure rippled through the bond, increasing my own. And like feedback, the crescendo climbed higher and higher, it zinged back and forth between us.


  I began to collapse on him but rolled to the side. I didn't want to hurt him ever again.


  That was amazing. I heard him thinking in wonder.


  Oh yes. I was such a fool. I thought, wanting him to hear.


  He looked at me with wide eyes. Wait. I'm not saying any of this out loud.


  I smiled and allowed my satisfaction to roll to him. It's the bond. We can hear each other's thoughts.


  Really, does that mean I have no privacy? He didn't sound afraid, like he had something to hide, just uncertain.


  No, you can keep thoughts private when you want, but watch this…my name is Abraham Lincoln. I thought, holding back a laugh.


  Whoa? He looked up with wide eyes. I felt that, like a ripple in the words. What was that?


  A lie. You don't have to reveal thoughts to me, but I will know if what you reveal is the truth.


  Are you going to stay with me this time, really? He asked the perfect question.


  Yes. I can't walk away again. I could see the wonder in his eyes as he realized that I wasn't lying. A tremendous joy welled up from deep inside him and spilled over both of us.


  Butterflies danced in my stomach. I just promised to stay with Kyle and we knew nothing about each other. Would I be good enough for him? Would I need to quit my job and move out here? Who was my mate? What did he do?


  I… I want to know all about you. It's strange, I know I want to be with you, that life is… empty without you, but all I know is your name and that you visited Williams College. Did you go there? We had so much to catch up on, but it seemed like a reasonable place to start.


  Yes, I went to Williams after high school. I kept hoping it would lead me back to you. His pain and disappointment sliced through me with a razor's edge.


  I don't deserve you. I was so wrong. I pulled him closer.


  His tone of thought was teasing. You'll make it up to me.


  ****


  We talked for hours. I learned he just finished medical school and came home for a vacation before he started his residency at Mass General. Once he completed his training, he planned to move back here and be the pack doctor. That meant I could keep my job at Soft Corp for now, but there would be some commuting involved.


  I thanked luck or destiny or God or whatever that brought us here together.


  Around dinner time we went downstairs to find food. His Alpha and parents were waiting. Kyle had filled me in. The Alpha's name was Rupert Aragon. Everyone seemed to breathe sighs of relief when they saw us holding hands.


  "Bear mates hear each other's thoughts," Kyle said in a pleased voice.


  "That sounds useful, son. Does this mean you two have come to an understanding?" His dad held back a grin, wanting confirmation.


  "Yes, Dad," Kyle said and kissed me.


  "Devlin," Rupert said in a formal tone. "As a mate to a wolf, you are considered part of our pack. We've never had another type of shifter before, so I suspect we each have some learning to do. Will your… what is a pack of bears called again?"


  "Sleuth," I answered.


  "Should I contact your Sleuth?" he asked.


  "No. I was banished. They will not want us." My muscles tensed. I tried to staunch the pain flowing through the bond, but Kyle knew and rubbed my back.


  Rupert held out his hand to shake mine. "Then you are welcome here." I took his firm clasp.


  My eyes leaked, dampening my face. I had been alone for so long and now I had everything: Kyle and a new family.


  ****


  We spent a few days staying with his parents and getting to know each other. Soft Corp let me take a few more vacation days before I started my new role. I let my manager know that I wouldn't need a hotel room when I got there; Kyle already had an apartment in Boston. I went and got my car, relieved to still find it on the side of the road.


  The pack gathered to meet me, and Rupert told me I could hunt with them. We bears don't really hunt in packs. In fact, living together in a large Sleuth only started a few generations ago when the strict laws requiring monogamous mating were enacted.


  We had one more day before heading east. I went for a walk on pack lands while Kyle helped out at a local clinic. The rustle of the leaves and the scent of pine reinforced my good mood. I wondered if I should have shifted and walked as a bear. There would not be many opportunities to do that when we lived in Boston.


  Off in the distance, I heard the roar of engines coming closer. Dread filled me along with the urge to run. I turned, heading back to my car when a black Jeep Grand Cherokee drove in front of me. Two men jumped out and tackled me to the ground. I caught their scent. These were bear shifters. What the fuck?


  My face pressed into the dirt, I heard a second vehicle drive up and stop. A door opened and someone emerged.


  "Devlin. Enough of this foolishness. It's time to come home." Rostarin, the head of the Ursidae Council, commanded.


  The two enforcers got me to my feet and turned me to Rostarin. He wore a black double-breasted suit. I could see two others getting out of his car, clad similarly.


  Holy Shit, what were they doing here?


  "What? You banished me." How had they even known where to find me?


  "We gave you a cooling off period to come to your senses. I see it failed." Rostarin gestured to the enforcers who held my arms. "It's time to come home and take a mate. This is not a choice."


  I sneered at him. "I've already chosen a mate and bonded."


  He walked up to me, looked me in the eyes and said in a quiet, menacing voice, "We know what you have done."


  I had to consciously force myself to pick my jaw up off the ground. "What? How? Why take me when it's too late?"


  "Did you think we just let you go without keeping tabs on you? You surprised us. We didn't know you would stop here."


  They have been watching me? I knew the council was powerful and had broad leeway to run the Sleuth, but this crossed a line. "It doesn't matter. Kyle and I are bonded. Game over." Why was he smiling at me?


  He gestured with his hand dismissing my concern. "Bonds can be broken."


  My stomach flipped and nausea rose in me. "You wouldn't… you wouldn't kill him, just to get me. You would start a war with the wolves."


  "Oh, Devlin…," Rostarin said smugly, "We don't need to kill him. We can break the bond."


  He must be lying… I would have known about such a thing, wouldn't I? "What? That's impossible."


  "The council has always had both the ability and the authority to do so."


  I wanted to smack him. I tried to lift my arm, but the butt head holding me just tightened his grip. I tried to shake him off and was thanked by having my arm yanked half out of its socket.


  Rostarin smirked. "We keep it quiet so couples won't bother us every time they have an argument."


  My mouth dropped open and a deep sense of betrayal filled me. What else had they been hiding?


  Rostarin turned to the two other bears that had been standing to the side watching. "Now, block his bond for transport."


  Block my bond? Kyle! The bears are here. They're taking me.


  Those two bear shifters had moved in close and each placed a hand on my arm for just a moment. Before I could say more to Kyle, emptiness filled me like deafening silence. This didn't hurt like the incomplete bond, a wound that could not heal. This was more like having ear plugs in. I could sense him, I just couldn't hear him. What the fuck had they done?


  My control of my inner bear slipped, and I started to shift.


  "Stop that." Rostarin ordered gesturing at me with his hand.


  Pain washed through my head like a thousand tiny explosions. I fell to my knees as my brain shattered into a million pieces.


  The two holding my arms dragged me to my feet and pushed me into one of the SUVs. One of the bastards got in behind me.


  By the time my head cleared, we were well on our way north to the place I once called home.


  ****


  As we arrived on the Sleuth's lands and drove to my family's home, dread filled me. I had not been home in five years.


  Instead of a joyful reunion, I wanted to scream. Why should I have to choose between my mate and my family?


  My parents were waiting out in front surrounded by my brothers and sisters. My mother carried a small infant in her arms. A toddler played at her feet. A few other bears around my age held onto some of my siblings— their mates.


  Tears streamed down my face as I looked upon my father and mother. Her face was as wet as mine. I climbed out of the car and walked towards them. My mother embraced me.


  Rostarin spoke from behind me. "The ceremony will begin in two hours. We need that time to prepare."


  I looked back at him. Anxiety shook me to the core. "What ceremony?" I asked.


  But I knew.


  "The one that breaks your bond," he said, his voice filled with contempt.


  Panic. "No, please. You can't!" I would have gotten down on my knees and begged if I thought it would help, but I knew it was hopeless. I had lived with this attitude my whole life.


  "We can, and we will." He growled at me, his eyes narrowed. "We will have all of the available choices for mates gathered. You will have a real bond tonight."


  But my bond with Kyle was real. It was perfect. I tried to reach for him but… nothing.


  I went inside, into the home I had grown up in. The two bears that had been with me since my bond went silent followed us in and positioned themselves out of the way.


  My parents asked no questions.


  I looked around the family room. It looked the same as I remembered from the dark wooded wall panels to the raggedy couch that was so comfortable. I sat in my old seat on the right end. I spent a million hours in this seat, watching TV, playing Nintendo, and laughing with my family. I would love to show this place to Kyle. I needed Kyle.


  My mother handed the baby to me. She spoke in a voice I couldn't interpret. Was she angry at what I had done? "This is Isabella, your sister. This is what it's all about. Family, children." She walked away from me before I could speak.


  Isabella barely fit in my arms. I feared I would accidently crush her delicate frame in my large hands. Her arms and legs flailed a bit like she didn't have control yet. She couldn't have been more than one or two months old.


  My father spoke. "You have another brother as well. Tyson is five." I did a mental count. Eight. My parents had brought eight bears into the world. Every bear knew we must have children. I planned to have bear cubs. Until Kyle. How could I go the rest of my life without him? Why was I chosen to be his mate? Did God or fate want to destroy the bears? It made no sense.


  My father came and sat with me.


  "We missed you."


  "I missed you, too." That was easy to say. It was true.


  "Your mother and I fought for you. We never gave up." I searched his face, trying to determine if he meant it. I assumed they had been disgusted with me.


  "You fought for me?"


  "With the council. To allow you to return. To find a way for you not to choose a mate." I never imagined my parents trying to help me. "They say you have chosen wrongly. What's your mate like?"


  A smile bloomed on my face as I thought about all I had learned about Kyle. "He's a wolf and a doctor. He's better than I deserve. I keep leaving him. He can't even choose another. They don't choose." I dropped my eyes to study my hands in my lap.


  My father put his hand on my shoulder and squeezed gently. I looked up at him as he spoke, "You didn't leave him this time. You were taken."


  "I know." Why didn't that feel like it mattered? "How did you?"


  He shrugged. "We were informed. We got regular reports about you. It was the only thing that kept us from contacting you ourselves."


  "I… I don't want the bears to die, but there is more to mating then being bred like an animal. They can't make me love another." A slow fire of anger burned inside me.


  "Do you love him?" My father asked gently.


  I thought about that. "I don't know. I think I can, I think I will. I have had so little time with him."


  "I'm so sorry," my mother said as she entered the room. "I don't want this for you. I want you to be happy and not forced to be with someone."


  I looked up at my mother. Tears were in her eyes. If she had been angry, it wasn't at me. "I know, mom. What am I gonna do?"


  ****


  I spent the rest of those two hours before the end of everything in tears and laughter catching up with my brothers and sisters. I even had nieces and nephews.


  When the representatives from the council came, I stood and went with them because I had no choice, flanked by the two bears that silently escorted me.


  We walked down the path to the ceremonial cave where the council held its meetings. I wanted to fight, to run, but my family walked with me, and we were surrounded. Instead, I screamed in my mind– Kyle!


  A whisper of touch feathered over me. Did I imagine it?


  Kyle, baby, are you there?


  A tickle, a twitch, a little stronger this time.


  I leaned into it, closing my eyes, trusting that my family would lead me. I reached with all I could, with every fiber of my being.


  Kyle, please, I need you. I NEED YOU!


  My two shadows grabbed their heads, doubled over in pain.


  Devlin, a welcome whisper caressed my mind.


  How long would I have to explain? Oh, thank God. Kyle, they say they're going to break our bond. Oh God.


  His thoughts filled me. We're here. The whole pack is here. We've been following your scent since we arrived in the Sleuth's lands. But now I know where you are. Listen.


  The leaves started rattling. I knew the wolves could move silently in the woods. They were warning of their approach, and then we were surrounded.


  Kyle and Rupert padded out from the rest. My eyes were glued on Kyle as his fur receded, and he reared up on his hind paws. He face flattened and soon his lake blue eyes gazed at me.


  I pushed through my family, wrapped my arms around Kyle, and held him tight. You came for me. Joy warred with fear. We were together, but could we stop the council?


  Of course. His arms tightened around me.


  I'm so sorry. Would I ever get through a day without owing him an apology?


  It's not your fault. He smoothed the hair out of my eyes.


  What are we gonna do?


  His mental voice filled with resolve. You are part of our pack. We will fight for you.


  Horror filled me. No, wolves will be hurt, killed.


  He didn't falter in his resolve. Mates are sacred. We will defend that.


  "What's going on here?" my dad asked.


  "Dad, Mom, this is Kyle. My mate. And this is Rupert Aragon, the Alpha of my pack."


  My mother's voice rose. "Pack? You're a bear, not a wolf."


  This was it. The true moment of choice. I looked at my mother and willed my love for her to show in my eyes. "I'm mated to a wolf. They accept me for who I am. They are my pack."


  A chorus of roars filled the air as the Sleuth of bears surrounded the pack. The wolves turned snarling, preparing to defend us as the bears surrounded them. I could see it clearly. Blood would be shed. Wolves would die. Bears would die. How could I have that on my conscience?


  "Wait!" Kyle called out. I stared at him open-mouthed, hearing through the bond what he intended to say a moment before he said it. "There is another way."


  My heart leapt into my throat as Kyle walked out among the bears. Each member of my sleuth, when shifted, weighed around one thousand pounds. Seeing my mate among them, human and vulnerable, made my stomach flip. I walked behind him, ready to shift and defend him. My ears were full of snarling wolves and growling bears. I couldn't deal with it if anything happened to him.


  Baby, shift and get out of here.


  No, Dev. Not without you.


  I tried again. If they kill you, then the whole bond is moot.


  But he had already made up his mind.


  "Listen to me. It doesn't have to be like this. Devlin can still have bear offspring."


  My father spoke. "What are you talking about?"


  "Devlin told me these laws came into effect three generations ago. But medical technology has come a long way since then. You don't need to tie having children to mating." My heart filled with pride as my mate fought for us not as a wolf, but as a doctor.


  Rostarin reared up, changed to human, and spoke. "Are you suggesting that mates have sex with someone other than their mate?"


  "No, look around. This is the twenty-first century," Kyle said, gesturing around as if we were in the middle of civilization instead of a forest. "We have a variety of techniques for bringing about pregnancy without sex. Artificial insemination, in vitro fertilization. And that isn't all."


  Rostarin's eyes narrowed. "How does that help Devlin?"


  Kyle smiled. "Surrogates."


  "Surrogates?" my dad asked.


  "Devlin doesn't need to be mated to a woman for her to carry a child for him… for us. As long as a bear female donates an egg, any female, human or bear, could carry it to term." Kyle's voice held a note of confidence. Then Kyle moved onto persuasion. "Just think, you could harvest eggs from all of the women of the Sleuth and fertilize them and have surrogates carry them. This would greatly increase your offspring."


  "This is crazy!" Rostarin's voice held a note of hysteria. "Who would do that for us? Who would raise all of these children?"


  "My mate would," Rupert said. "She loves being pregnant and desperately wants to do it again, but raising three wolf cubs is enough for me. Plus, Devlin is part of my pack."


  "What does that mean?" my mother asked.


  "Devlin is mated to a member of my pack. That makes him part of the pack, too." He walked up to me and put a hand on my shoulder. "We're pack animals; we work together. If this is what Devlin needs, we will help. Devlin and Kyle will be able to raise some of these children. I'm sure others would be happy to as well."


  Kyle added, "This will also let you get greater genetic diversity even when bear women are carrying. This increases chances of survival greatly. You just need to keep track of the lineage of each child."


  My mate made sense. But would the council see it that way?


  "Shift to human everyone," Rostarin ordered.


  "Kyle could you and Devlin come with us to the Council Cave. This seems… worth… discussing."


  I took Kyle's hand in mine. You're amazing baby.


  Anything for you.


  ****


  Three Years Later


  I woke from a deep sleep; a small cry filled the air. I cracked my eyes open. My daughter Grace needed me. I shut off the monitor and rolled out of bed. I wanted Kyle to get some sleep. I went to her room and looked in the crib. Her face all scrunched up as she screamed her little lungs out. I lifted her up into her favorite position against my chest and patted her back. I turned to see Kyle at the door, a bottle in his hand.


  "Go back to bed babe… I got this," I said, taking the bottle.


  "You sure?"


  "Yeah, you have an early morning tomorrow." I sat in the glider we used when we fed Grace and rocked back and forth.


  "I know, but I like the two AM feedings. She's so peaceful."


  I certainly couldn't argue with that. She settled immediately into eating as her eyes closed. I looked down at her little hands wrapped around her bottle and savored the warmth of her in my arms.


  Rupert's wife, Liza, had carried her for us. Lena donated the egg. Kyle had done his doctor magic and voila, we had a daughter.


  In the end, I got everything I ever wanted— the perfect mate and a chance to help my people. Life couldn't be better.
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  BABY, CUFF ME ONE MORE TIME


  by Stephani Hecht


  Anson was well and truly fucked. Not in the good, slap and tickle kind of way, either. No, he was screwed in the you're going to prison and will probably be sold for a carton of cigarettes way.


  He glanced through the window of the break room, his heart clenching as yet more police officers came spilling into the office. Shit, could things get any worse?


  The chain to his handcuffs rattled, as if to remind him, duh, dickward! There is no way that things could get any 'badder' than they currently were. Hell, Satan himself could come waltzing in with his horsemen in tow and it would be an improvement. At least then Anson would know that the apocalypse was coming soon, so he wouldn't have to live in misery much longer.


  It didn't even matter that his death would be a fiery one. Not any more than it mattered that 'badder' wasn't even a real word. Who in the hell worried about little things like that when their whole world was crashing down around them?


  The squelch from one of the cop's radios gave him yet another painful reminder of his situation. The army of police officers seemed so out of place in the opulent office. Their boots were leaving behind scuff marks on the marble tiles. That was in addition to all the fingerprints they were leaving behind on the floor to ceiling glass walls.


  "Helga, the cleaning lady, is going to be so pissed when she comes in tonight," Anson muttered to himself.


  There was a flurry of activity as Anson's boss, Ted, was led by. Like Anson he was handcuffed, although both of Ted's hands were restrained. He glanced through the window, a look of fury making his normally handsome face ugly. Even his five hundred dollar haircut was off. The brown strands flying in every direction.


  Anson cringed under the glare. What had he ever seen in Ted? Not only had Anson crossed several lines as far as business ethics went, but he'd fallen for the jerk. So much so that for a while Anson had believed that he actually loved Ted.


  Then again that was the story of his life. Falling for some guy who was way out of his league, plus an asshole to boot.


  The door was partly open and as Ted passed it, he began to shout, "Anson, you better hope that I don't get out of these handcuffs! I know it was you who told and I'm going to kill you for it."


  "Make sure to add threatening a witness to his list of charges," an all-too-familiar voice said.


  Anson let out a groan. Damn, and here he thought his day couldn't have possibly gotten any worse.


  That would teach him to think.


  Even without looking, he knew who the speaker was— Kip Dennison.


  A blond-haired god, with deep brown eyes and a body that was just made for licking, Kip had been the center of Anson's sexual fantasies, ever since… Well, ever since Anson realized he was gay.


  Since Anson was best friends with Brian, Kip's younger brother, they'd practically grown up together. Or perhaps a better way to put it would be: he'd grown up, while Kip had grown more annoyed with Anson.


  While they hadn't seen each other in over a year, the way Kip rolled his eyes as he walked into the break room showed that his feelings for Anson hadn't changed a bit.


  "Aren't you supposed to be in a suit," Anson blurted.


  As soon as Kip cocked a brow at him, Anson knew the question displayed just how ignorant he was about anything that went on outside of Anson's numbers and figures.


  Kip gestured down to his dark jeans and solid black T-shirt. "This is as dressed up as I get. You've been watching too much Law and Order."


  How was it that even so many years later all it took was one glance and Anson found himself drawn to the other man? It wasn't just his looks, either. Sure, Kip was hot in the whole Ryan Reynolds kind of way. He even had his hair styled the same way the actor did. But, there was something else about Kip that made him extra special. A warm understanding lurked in his brown-eyed gaze, underneath all the aggravation he made clear that Anson wasn't alone in the world and that Kip would never judge him.


  Or at least he never used to. Anson stared down at that handcuff and wondered what Kip thought of him now.


  Kip ushered everybody out of the room then shut the door. Anson let out a sigh of relief as the noises became muffled.


  "Does Brian know about all this?" Anson asked, still keeping his gaze directed on the handcuffs. It was so much easier than having to face Kip's judgment.


  "Why? Are you hoping he'll bail you out?"


  Just the thought of going to jail made a cold sweat break out over Anson's body. "I don't know. Will I need somebody to spring me?"


  Kip let out sigh of his own as he pulled out the chair opposite of Anson and took a seat.


  "Like I told you over the phone, so long as you continue to cooperate you'll have full immunity. Given that you were the one who blew the whistle in the first place, you won't have anything to worry about."


  "Hmmm… I never got that term."


  "What term?"


  "Whistle-blower. Does this mean that they're going to make a movie about me now?" Anson finally glanced up at Kip.


  "I doubt that even the movie industry could make this interesting."


  "I don't know, a politician who used campaign funds to hide the fact that he has a mistress. That sounds like Oscar-worthy material to me."


  The corners of Kip's lips twitched a bit. "I think we're pretty safe to assume that this is one story Hollywood won't be interested in."


  "I guess it's just as well. They probably would have had Julia Roberts play me." Anson jiggled the handcuffs. "So, if I'm not under arrest are you going to take these off me?"


  "Not until we get to the car."


  Anson's lips parted in outrage. "Why?"


  Kip leaned forward. His face devoid of all good humor. "You need to realize how serious this is. Ted had a lot of connections with the mob and he's already pissed and suspects you turned on him. When he finds out for certain, he's going to be after your blood."


  The room seemed to close in on Anson. Mob? Hit? Him? Those were three words he had never thought would be used together. He was just a boy from a small Michigan town. Hell, the only time he'd ever held a gun had been during the one ill-fated deer hunting trip when he'd been fifteen. Even then the only time he'd shot at anything had been when a squirrel had jumped out of a tree and startled him. The saddest thing about that, aside from the squirrel-a-cide, was that there had been nothing left but some yuck and tufts of fur. There was no way that Anson could have strapped that to the hood of his car to show off like all the deer hunters did.


  "So, you are arresting me?" Anson asked, not bothering to hide his confusion. It was better than dissolving into a full blown panic attack.


  "No, but we want Ted to think we are."


  "But, if he already suspects me then how is that going to help?"


  "I'm hoping that it may make him second guess himself. I don't expect it to last, but it may give us time to get to the safe-house."


  Safe-house? Yet another word that Anson never thought would apply to him. Then his brain latched onto another word that Kip used. "Us?"


  Kip smiled, although his gaze remained troubled. "You didn't think I would let you go through this alone, did you? Besides, since it was me you called to turn Ted in, it's only natural that I'm the one saddled with you."


  "Ouch, you don't have to sound so excited about it. How long do you think we'll have to hide?"


  "Who knows. Between the trial and everything, it could be a while."


  That revelation stunned Anson into silence. Or rather it would have had he not been a nervous rambler. "Well, shit. I guess I picked the wrong time to buy a Venus Flytrap. It'll be dead by the time I get back to it."


  "I'd rather the plant die than you."


  "That's easy for you to say, you didn't name the thing."


  Kip gave him that aggravated look again. "You actually named a stupid plant?"


  "Hey, don't diss Neville."


  "I guess I shouldn't be surprised. After all, you were the one who named the fetal pig in biology class."


  Anson smiled at the memory. It had been one of the few classes that he'd actually shared with Kip. The only reason why Anson had been able to take the course his freshman year had been because of his high IQ. He'd been so scared, being the only runt in a room full of seniors, but Kip immediately took Anson under his wing. Even then Anson hadn't been dumb enough to think that Kip had done it because he had any feelings for Anson. Kip had just been protecting his younger brother's best friend.


  "I'm sorry you're going to be stuck babysitting me. You probably have a wife and kids waiting for you at home," Anson said.


  "I don't have a wife or kids. I guess Brian never told you that."


  Bringing up his free hand, Anson began to nibble on a hangnail. "No, he doesn't speak to me anymore."


  "Don't feel bad, he disowned me, too," Kip grunted.


  "Why?"


  "I suspect it was the same reason he wrote you off, I'm gay."


  Anson's chest constricted painfully, just the way it always did whenever he thought about Brian. Even though it'd been a couple of years, the emotional wounds still felt raw and fresh.


  Kip reached over and pulled Anson's hand down. "Just for the record, Brian is still gay, too. He can deny it all he wants, but that damn clinic didn't convert him. Sure, they brainwashed him, but deep down he's still the same."


  "I guess we should feel bad for him. His life must be miserable."


  Kip let out a small laugh. "Only you would worry about somebody else, while your own world is crashing down around you."


  "He's my friend. Or at least he used to be."


  "Just give him some time. There's still hope for him yet."


  Anson really didn't believe it, but he kept his yap shut. If Kip wanted to delude himself, who was Anson to deny him that pleasure? It was probably what got Kip through the rejection.


  "How about your parents?" Anson asked.


  "Since they were the ones who paid for Brian to go to the clinic, it's pretty safe to say that they don't approve of the way I live my life."


  The hurt lacing Kip's comment hung in the air like a heavy fog. It made Anson want to hug the man, just so he knew that he wasn't totally alone.


  Yeah, right! Like Kip needed anything that personal from Anson. Sure, they may be talking now, but that was only because Kip had a job to do. For Anson to think it could possibly be anything more was only setting himself up for disappointment.


  "Are you ready to leave?" Kip asked.


  Anson gazed at the window. The office was still packed and front and center was Rose. While her official job title was office administrator, the only work she devoted any real energy to was gossiping. Great, Anson couldn't wait to hear what kind of spin she put on this. She had a habit of stretching the truth until it screamed for mercy.


  "Yeah, let's get this over with," Anson sighed.


  Kip got up and went around the table. He unhooked Anson from the chair before ordering, "Put your hands behind you."


  As Anson obeyed, he grumbled, "I may have had a lot of fantasies involving you and handcuffs, but the dreams never quite went down like this."


  When Kip jerked in shock, Anson realized that he'd said that aloud. Shit! Shit! Shit! What a time for his inner monologue to go on the fritz. Humiliation washed over Anson as he prayed for a hole to appear in the ground so he could do a swan dive down.


  Moving to stand behind Anson, Kip secured the handcuffs. Once both of Anson's hands were trapped, Kip leaned in and whispered, "So, about these fantasies of yours, did they involve both of us getting naked and sweating."


  Anson swallowed hard as he decided to tell the whole truth. It's not like he could possibly get any more embarrassed. "Yes."


  "Interesting. Were they just about me, or do you have dirty thoughts about all the guys you met?"


  "Just you," Anson replied in a shaky voice. "It's always just been you."


  "Even after you started working for Ted?"


  A burst of frustration went through Anson. "Yes, even when I was stupid enough to fall for Ted's lies, I still found myself thinking about you all the time. It's like that with any guy I meet. No matter how hard I try, I end up comparing them to you and they always end up lacking."


  "I thought you were in love with Ted."


  Anson took a deep breath as the truth hit him. Oh God, he really was the most pathetic guy to ever exist. "I never truly cared for him. I just wanted to so I could finally get over you."


  Anson let his shoulders sag as he realized just how much of an idiot he was. Not only had he allowed himself to believe that Ted liked him, despite the fact the jerk had a wife and a mistress, but Anson had ruined his career in the process.


  Kip slowly rubbed Anson's back. "Shhh…It's okay. I've spent the entire time thinking about you, too."


  Anson jerked his head up as shock coursed through his body. "What did you just say?"


  Kip walked back around so they were facing one another. "You heard me."


  Studying Kip's face closely, Anson didn't see anything that would indicate that Kip was lying. His eyes were as serious as ever and his lips pressed tightly together. Almost as if he was steeling himself for a rejection.


  As if Anson would ever do that. Just the opposite. Had they not been in an office full of people, Anson would already be on his knees. He would give Kip something that he would never forget, for sure.


  His lust must have been as evident as a neon sign because Kip said, "Once we get to the safe-house we can spend the entire night catching up."


  So stunned by the turn of events, all Anson could do was dumbly nod. Kip smirked in response before he grabbed Anson's elbow and led him from the break room.


  As they walked out, the remaining employees began to whisper to each other. All except Rose, bless her dark, twisted pit of a heart. Shoving her way closer, the old lady shouted, "This is all your fault! I told Ted that if he hired a queer the whole world would be coming after him."


  Giving her a deliberate once over, Anson retorted, "The only sin here is your wardrobe choices."


  She pursed her lips. "What's wrong with my clothes?"


  "There's a reason why polyester has a bad rap," Anson snarked. "It's ugly, cheap looking and a blight on fashion."


  "I guess somebody like you would know all about clothes."


  Anson rolled his eyes. Where in the hell did she get her ideas about stereotypes? From the sixties?


  "It has nothing to do with me being gay. I just know ugly when I see it and Rose, you are covered in it. On the inside and out."


  Anson would have said more. After holding everything in for so long it felt good to finally let loose. He didn't have a chance since Kip led him outside.


  They didn't speak as they left the building and entered the parking garage. When they approached an older Mustang, Anson couldn't hold back his smile.


  "So, you finally bought your dream car?"


  Kip blinked a few times. "You remember that?"


  "You were always building models of them when we were kids. Till this day, whenever I smell that stinky glue it makes me think of you."


  "Thanks." Kip paused, a frown coming over his face. "I think."


  Opening the passenger door, Kip helped Anson in, even going so far as to help with the seatbelt. If his fingers lingered overlong while buckling it, neither one of them commented on it.


  Anson reveled in that small touch. His cock did a little happy dance as he inhaled the familiar scent of Kip. A crisp clean smell mixed in with a bit of sweetness. It was yet another thing that remained the same.


  "You still like peppermints?" Anson asked.


  Straightening up, Kip replied, "Yeah. How did you guess?"


  "You smell like them."


  "I guess it's better than model glue."


  Anson smiled. "Much better."


  Their gazes locked as the tension built up between them. Only it was a good tension. The kind that usually ended with Anson screaming, "Yeah, baby! Fuck me just like that!"


  Kip's eyes grew dark as he let out a growl. "You better stop looking at me like that or else I'm going to fuck you right here."


  "And that would be bad, because…" Anson drawled out playfully.


  "It would blow your cover."


  Anson gave off his best mischievous grin. "I don't know about my cover, but I can think of something I would like you to blow."


  "Not only was that line so bad it actually hurt, but you're supposed to be pretending to be under arrest. Remember?"


  "Right. I'll try better to look contrite. Should I add some tears or something?"


  Kip rolled his eyes. "How about we skip that part? I remember when you played George Washington in elementary school and even after all this time I still remember your lack of acting skills."


  "Hey, don't knock me. I was so dramatic when I gave the Gettysburg address."


  Kip slammed the door, but Anson still heard his muffled response, "That was Lincoln."


  Anson tried to shrug, but the way his cuffed hands were pinned behind his back made it near impossible. Since his mouth wasn't restrained he used that instead, "Don't hate me because I suck at history. I've always been all about math."


  As Kip got into the car, he tossed Anson a wicked grin. "If you really want to suck on something—"


  "Don't even go there. I'm the only one who has the right to use bad pickup lines," Anson interrupted.


  Kip gave Anson's body a slow, heated glance. "Have I ever told you how much math nerds turn me on?"


  Even though Anson was sure there was an unintentional cut-down somewhere in that statement, his body still grew hot with desire. "All math nerds? Do you have something for algorithms and algebra?"


  The insane image of them fucking as Anson whispered mathematical formulas in Kip's ear made Anson let out a short burst of laughter.


  Shaking his head, Kip started the car. "Thank god, it's just you. I don't think my life could handle more than one Anson."


  "Are you trying to tell me that I'm annoying or something?"


  "No, I'm saying that you're one of a kind and I'm damn lucky to know you."


  Even though the compliment sent a thrill of happiness through Anson, he still made himself narrow his eyes. "If that's the case then why don't you be a pal and undo these handcuffs."


  Kip backed out then began to drive through the parking garage. "I can't. You're supposed to be under arrest."


  "But it's uncomfortable and feels awkward," Anson whined, not caring if it made him sound like a brat.


  "So, I guess we can cross them off the list for future sex play?"


  "Don't be too hasty. I'm sure I can get over my discomfort," Anson rushed out.


  "I suspected that was going to be your answer."


  As they drove to wherever in the hell the safe-house was, they mostly made small talk, catching up on the past few years. When Anson heard that Brian had cut Kip off within months of giving Anson the cold shoulder, it didn't come as a surprise.


  "Did he tell you that you were going to spend an eternity in Hell, being Satan's pincushion?" Anson asked.


  Kip pressed his lips together. "He may have mentioned that. He said so much to me that day, it's hard to recall every bit of it."


  Anson smiled. "If you're going to Hell, too, then I don't mind ending up there anymore."


  "You don't?"


  "I heard that they have cabana boys and an open bar. Who wouldn't want to go there? It sounds like one great big party."


  "Only you could joke around at a time like this." Kip shook his head.


  "It's either that or start shrieking like a girl. Trust me, that isn't something you want to see."


  "Yeah, I still have flashbacks of the day you found a spider in our shower."


  Anson shot off a dirty look. "That thing was huge. I still say it was a tarantula."


  "Yeah, because we get those all the time in Michigan."


  Anson had to admit that Kip had a valid point there. He shrugged as much as his awkward position would allow. "Okay fine, maybe it was just a really, really fat regular spider."


  "I guess I can give you that one. Maybe we should have chipped in and got it a lap band surgery?"


  "Nah, I liked the other method we used to put it out of its misery. A well placed boot and then some water to wash it down the drain."


  When they pulled up to a mid-level hotel, Anson frowned. "This is the safe-house?"


  Parking the car, Kip asked, "What's wrong with it?"


  "Nothing, I guess. I just expected a safe-house to be, well… a house."


  Kip smiled then cut off the engine. "Don't worry. We're only going to be here a couple of nights at the most."


  When Kip helped Anson out of the car, but didn't remove the handcuffs, the situation grew more distressing.


  "When are you going to let me out of these things?" he demanded as they went in through one of the back doors.


  "I think maybe it would be a good idea for you to get a real feel for them. That way you'll think twice before some hot guy asks you to do some illegal activities."


  "But, it was only one or two activities and I felt guilty the entire time. Doesn't that count for anything?"


  "No, it doesn't, and those few things were pretty bad."


  "Come on. What's a little number fudging between friends?"


  "The only reason why I'm not dragging you to jail is because of your immunity deal."


  Oh boy, Kip sounded pissed. While it should have scared the crap out of Anson, for some strange reason it turned him on— big time. His body tingled with desire as all his blood shot straight to his cock.


  Licking his lips, Anson said, "But I do have immunity, so you have to let me go."


  Kip spun Anson around and pinned him to the wall. Leaning in until their faces were only inches apart, Kip growled, "You made a deal with the prosecutor, not me. Since you're under my protection now, you won't get out of those cuffs until I'm damn good and ready."


  "Oh, fuck," Anson moaned as he thrust his hips forward.


  Giving an evil grin, Kip moved back, denying Anson the pleasure of rubbing off. When Anson let out a small sound of protest, Kip said, "Don't worry. You'll get everything you want so long as you're patient."


  "But, we both know I've never been good at the whole patience thing," Anson whined.


  "Looks like you're going to have to learn."


  Just as quickly, Kip pulled pack and grabbed Anson's arm again. They rounded the corner and Anson was shocked to see a uniformed cop standing outside a room. He turned and opened the door for them.


  "If you're with me then why do we need him, too?" Anson asked once they were safely inside.


  "Because you're too important of a witness for us to lose," Kip replied in a matter of fact manner.


  "Oh."


  Anson tried not to let the comment hurt. Judging by the smirk on Kip's face, Anson hadn't hid his feelings very well.


  "Don't pout," Kip admonished.


  "I'm not," Anson lied.


  Kip slowly backed Anson up to a wall. The cop must have liked Anson in that position or something because they seemed to keep ending up that way. Raising a hand, he brushed the back of his knuckles against Anson's cheek. The simple touch made Anson shudder in desire.


  "Okay, maybe I'm pouting a little bit. I just thought that I was more than just a case for you," Anson admitted.


  Kip feathered a kiss over Anson's lips. "You mean much, much more to me. You always have."


  Anson couldn't have been more shocked had Rose shown up for work wearing a corset and a pair of Iron Fist shoes.


  "What do you mean always?" he pressed before nervously licking his lips.


  "It means that I've wanted you ever since I can remember."


  "Then why did you leave home as soon as you were eighteen?"


  Anson still remembered the pain he felt that day. How he'd gone to Brian's house, hoping to run into Kip, only to find out that the guy had left, never to return.


  Kip ran the pad of his thumb over Anson's bottom lip. "I left because I knew it wasn't right for me to lust after some fifteen year old kid. Plus, I realized even then what my parents' reaction was going to be when they found out I was gay. Had I stayed, I would have ended up at the same clinic they sent Brian to."


  "It's kind of ironic," Anson mused. "Two of the biggest homophobes in the world end up with two gay sons. If there was a rainbow god he'd be laughing his ass off right now."


  "I feel bad for Brian," Kip murmured. "It must be so hard to be him right now."


  "I know, I've thought the same thing myself many times."


  A part of Anson wanted to go to his former best friend and rescue him. The bad part was, Anson didn't think that Brian wanted to be rescued.


  "We'll just have to stand back and hope that if he needs help he'll know to come to us," Kip said.


  Anson smiled. "You make it sound like we're going to be together for a while. Do you think the trial is going to take that long?"


  Kip inched closer until their lips were just inches apart. "Oh, I plan on keeping you after the trial is over."


  "Hmmm… I could get into that plan. But, I do have one question."


  "Just one? Somehow I doubt that. You've always been too damn curious."


  "Are you ever going to take these handcuffs off me?"


  "Maybe, if you're good. Right now I like where they are."


  Before Anson could argue, Kip crushed their lips together in a hot, wet, but oh-so-good kiss.


  Anson immediately reacted, his body on fire as he arched in a desperate bid for more contact. He would have given anything to be able to reach out and touch Kip, but Anson's hands remained pinned behind him.


  Anson let out a whimper of frustration. Kip replied with a growl before he slipped his tongue into Anson's mouth. Anson arched again as the taste of Kip exploded over his tongue. Peppermint, just like I always imagined.


  Kip pulled back just enough to say, "Damn, baby. I knew it would be good, but I never imagined it would be a dream come true."


  The heated look on Kip's face. The way his panting breath fanned Anson's cheek. The erection straining against his pants. It all started to be too much and Anson let out a soft cry.


  "Please, do something. Anything. Just touch me," Anson pleaded.


  Kip gave one more parting kiss before dropping on his knees. Once there, he gazed up from under his lashes. Almost as if asking permission.


  "Yes. God, yes," Anson panted.


  Anson had to bite his bottom lip to hold back a yell as his zipper was slowly lowered. Once the fly was undone, Kip slid Anson's pants and briefs down just enough to let his cock spring free.


  There was a brief moment of shyness, as Anson worried how he would measure up to all the other guys Kip had been with. Anson wasn't a fool and he knew there was no way somebody as good looking as Kip hadn't had his pick of bed partners. But, Kip gave Anson a look of pure reverence and Anson felt like the hottest thing to ever walk the earth.


  "I can't wait to get fucked by this," Kip marveled before he swirled his tongue over the top.


  Anson jerked in pleasure. "Only if you promise to screw me in return."


  "Anything for you."


  For the first time since being cuffed, Anson really believed that maybe his entire life hadn't gone to hell. After all, having the man of your dreams sucking your cock had to be a plus in anybody's book.


  Kip knew his way around a cock, too. Anson would even go as far as to say the guy was a master at it. Kip knew just when to suck and when to use his tongue in a way that repeatedly brought Anson to the edge before letting up again.


  Anson tried to move his hands so he could thread them through Kip's hair. After all this time, Anson yearned to finally know if it was as soft as it looked. All Anson got for his efforts was the telltale reminder that those damn cuffs were still in place.


  "Please," he whispered.


  Peering up at him, Kip asked, "What does my baby want?"


  "To come. To feel your cock."


  When Kip stood, Anson almost whooped in joy. That was until Kip undid his own pants and pulled his dick out. Wrapping his hand around both their erections, Kip said, "There, now you're touching it."


  "That's not what I… oh, wow!" Anson cried.


  The wonderful sensation of Kip's silky shaft rubbing against him drove away any protests Anson might have voiced. Still helpless to give a hand, he just rested his head on Kip's shoulder.


  "Come for me. Just make sure you don't yell. The last thing we want is for that uniform to come in to investigate what all the noise is about," Kip warned.


  Anson bit his lip just in time to stifle the scream of pleasure that accompanied his orgasm. His cock shot off, making what he was sure was an impressive mess. Anson was so caught up in his pleasure that he didn't give a damn.


  After a few more strokes, Kip found his own release, his spunk adding to the already sticky wetness between them.


  As they caught their breaths, Kip continued to kiss the top of Anson's head and murmur soft, loving words. It was several moments before Anson was able to gather his wits enough to ask, "So, does this mean you're going to take these handcuffs off?"


  Kip flashed a grin as he grabbed the front of Anson's shirt and led him to the bed. "I think we'll keep them on just a bit longer."


  As Anson stumbled along, he found he didn't have any problem with that. Funny as it would seem, over the course of the night, handcuffs had become his favorite accessory.


  Now, he just had to figure out a way to get a pair on Kip. After all, turnabout was only fair play.


  


  THE END
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  BED OF MY CHEVY


  by: Megan Slayer


  When my boyfriend left, I thought the worst part was my broken heart. Then, I came home and found he'd taken my dog. Weeks later, my ex called to tell me Dragon had escaped. Months passed before I got a call that his microchip had been scanned at a local veterinarian's office. I went to pick Dragon up from the clinic, and I almost forgot what I went for when I saw the vet...


  I'll admit right away that I am not the type to trip over myself for a pretty face. After Leon walked, I closed myself off. No more boyfriends. No more hassle. Yeah, that lasted a whole...nine months. Thankfully those nine months led to the change I needed to jumpstart my life. Follow me on this.


  I remember the call well. She had a sweet voice, lilting like bells. "Mr. Welles, the microchip in your pet Dragon has been scanned and we'd like to reunite the two of you."


  My heart leapt. Dragon wasn't wandering around any longer. At the time, I could hardly imagine what shape he was in. I assumed he'd been cared for by the vet, but come on, Leon hadn't been one for responsibility. He shocked the hell out of me when he took Dragon. I knew the end of our relationship was coming. We barely talked and spent our time merely passing. We hadn't had sex in six months. It was a matter of time before he walked out of my life—with Dragon.


  Sure enough, he did.


  I held onto the hope Dragon was reasonably okay and scrawled the address on the back of my hand. I grabbed my keys and sprinted for my truck. I didn't realize I hadn't hung up on the receptionist until I was three quarters of the way to the office. Good thing the office wasn't far away. I pressed the buttons to end the call and drove the last three miles in a blur. I parked the truck and ran across the lot into the office.


  "I'm here for Dragon," I puffed.


  The receptionist appraised me with one eyebrow raised.


  I wondered what she stared at until I looked down at my outfit. Crap. I'd been painting when the call came in. I had streaks of blue and green smeared across my T-shirt and I reeked of paint thinner.


  "Dr. Niemi will be with you in a few moments. He'd like to discuss Dragon's health." She smiled and stood, then strode from the little room behind her desk.


  My hands shook. Dr. Niemi. I knew a kid back in school named Niemi. Alec, I believed. I paced the length of the reception area. The room reminded me of a huge barn, a barn with better wood work and polished floors, but a barn nonetheless.


  "Room three, please."


  I turned around and scanned the doors. Bright red barn doors with cheery white trim. Cute. A ripple of apprehension ran up my spine. The vet wanted to talk to me. Could be good, could be really bad. I found door number three and tugged the handle. It wouldn't move. I glanced over at the receptionist.


  "Pull. The doors slide."


  Slide. Right. Wow. I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Barn doors slid to the side. Jesus. I yanked the door and holy shit it moved. Someone wanted authenticity.


  If I wasn't shocked Dragon had been found, the view on the other side of the door knocked my socks off. Dragon sat quietly allowing the vet to poke and prod him. His bottom fangs poked out from beneath his jowls until he spotted me. Immediately my dog barked. Loud.


  "Hey, boy. It's alright. Your person will be here," the vet cooed and grabbed something from the counter.


  I have no idea what he was going for, but it didn't matter. My dog was safe and looked more or less no worse for wear.


  I put my hand out to let Drag sniff me and checked out the vet. I wasn't ready to date but I wasn't dead either. The guy had a nice ass. Firm and just right for grabbing. Heat pooled in my belly. Wonder what his ass would feel like in my hands as we fucked? Wow. I needed to get laid and soon. I was having freaking naughty thoughts about a man's ass.


  The vet turned around and smiled. "You must be Carson Welles. It's nice to see you."


  I clamped my teeth together to keep from drooling. Eyes the color of the ocean, just enough scruff on his cheeks to cause a light burn during a kiss and those lips. Good thing I had the dog to shield me. I had to get myself under control or he'd call the cops for indecency.


  He stuck out his hand. "I assume you can talk."


  I shook my head. "No—I mean, yes I can talk." My skin crawled. The last man who got to me was my ex, Leon. Fuck. This guy had me forgetting the very manners Mama took years to instill in me.


  "I'm glad we got Dragon, when we did. He's malnourished and needs a dental cleaning." Dr. Niemi hiked one side of Drag's jowls up. "He's been chewing on things he shouldn't have. I'd like him to come back in for a cleaning and to make sure he's up to date on his shots. Can you tell me why he was loose?"


  I stared at the vet, deciphering his words. I knew he'd spoken English, but I felt so out of sorts. Cleaning...shots... why was he loose? Oh hell. "My ex took him when we split. Leon wasn't much for closing doors or gates. My guess is Drag saw an open door and made a break for it. He doesn't mind being confined as long as he's got something to eat or a chew toy to attack."


  "I see." The vet scrawled something on Dragon's chart. "It's tough on animals when their people split. I bet he was heartbroken."


  "Leon wasn't Drag's person." I wasn't sure why I'd divulged so much information. The more I looked at the vet, the more he looked familiar. I scoffed. It wasn't like I spent tons of time in social circles. I hadn't been to a club in more than a year. The only times I went out were for meetings with my agent and gallery openings.


  "You still paint?"


  "Yeah." I wiped my free hand over my shirt. He opened the can of worms by saying still. I could swear I went to school with a guy named Alec who looked an awful lot like him. I might as well ask. If he wasn't the guy I assumed, then I wasn't out much. "Did you go to Kenwood and graduate in the class of '97?"


  "I wondered if you'd notice." He folded his arms and grinned. "Alec Niemi. Class dork—voted the most likely to disappear after college."


  Memories hit me hard over the head. Sure, back in school he'd looked a little different—shaggy hair, thick glasses and a mouth full of braces. He personified nerd without the chic. Then again, in 1997, a lot of people looked like they came from 1997. Back in the day I had a Mohawk and an earring for Christ sake. Still had the earring, but the hairstyle evolved with the times. I hadn't spoken much to Alec back then because we ran in totally opposite social circles. If I'd have known then he'd turn out the way he looked now, I wouldn't have ignored him.


  It occurred to me back then that he wasn't like the other guys. He was a guy, but he was more emotional in a quiet way. I'd wondered if he was gay, but that wasn't the kind of thing you said to someone. Still isn't really. I didn't want to assume and have my ass kicked. But the way he'd look at me...I did wonder.


  "I'm sorry we acted like jerks." I stroked the dog's head. Jesus. If I didn't shut up, I'd say something really dumb. "The guys I hung out with were jock assholes."


  "They weren't all jerks, just misunderstood. We all were." He snorted. "Do you see many of the kids from our class?"


  "Nah." I squatted down to look Drag in the eye. "Once I got out, I kept to myself. Most of our class jumped ship and headed for California or New York. There isn't really anything going on in Ohio. You? Why'd you come back?"


  "I came back for a lot of reasons, mostly because Uncle Luke thought I needed direction. I got his practice instead." He leaned on the examination table. The man looked like a damned advertisement for one of those high end men's fashion designers, all sleek lines and perfectly manicured with just enough salt and pepper to his hair to be gorgeous. "I think this is the most casual meeting with a patient's person in a long time. I like it."


  "I like you," I blurted out. Oh fucking blue balls. My cheeks heated and I wanted to hide behind Drag. I mean, hell, I hardly knew Alec anymore. He looked refined and I felt like a bumpkin with no tact. "I mean...I'll be finding a new vet because I just stuck my foot in my mouth up to my hip."


  Alec threw his head back and laughed. "From the women who come in here, I'd probably be insulted and annoyed. With you—I'm intrigued." He smothered his chuckles behind his hand and handed me a business card. "Make an appointment."


  Before I could say anything else likely to get me arrested, he walked out of the examination room. I looked down at the card. He'd scrawled his phone number on the back. Cute.


  I clicked the leash on Drag's collar and hefted him onto the floor. He didn't weigh as much as the last time I had him in my arms. "Did Leon feed you?"


  Dragon growled. I took it as a sign he didn't want to talk about Leon either. Worked for me. I led Dragon to the receptionist's desk. "I'd like to set up a well dog visit or whatever they're called. It's been a while since I've had to do this."


  "A checkup?" she replied.


  "Yes." I hated being embarrassed and now I'd managed to look ridiculous in front of two people. "I'd appreciate it."


  "How about next week? I have an opening at noon on Wednesday." She handed me a clip board. "Fill this out so I can have you in the computer and ready to go."


  "Sure." I took the papers and began giving away my personal information. I had the final sheet nearly done when I noticed another set of feet beside mine. I jerked and stepped sideways.


  "I never got a chance to give you his rundown." Alec grinned. "Since the waiting room is empty, I'll just tell you now. No worms, no fleas, but I'd give him a bath. The weight loss helped but I'd also suggest getting Dragon on a tooth brushing regimen. He's been eating things he probably shouldn't that did a number on his gums. I ran a heartworm test which was negative and I've given him a pill for this month. When you come in next we'll set you up right. Call, okay?" He winked and walked back into the closest exam room.


  We'll set me up? Call? He wanted me to call him? I hadn't heard those terms in such a long time. Maybe my assumption more than fifteen years before had been more on the money than I thought. I shrugged him off back then. I could be over-thinking. Again.


  I looked down at Dragon, who was sprawled on his side on the floor. He gazed up at me with his droopy eyes and his tongue sticking out of his mouth. At least I had him back. What I'd do about my overzealous crush on the vet and his advances, well I hadn't figured that out yet. I stress yet.


  ****


  I forgot how much fun it is to have a dog in the house. The barking, the howling, the visits to the potty at four in the morning, not to mention the constant in and out. Oh and did I mention his tendency to tip over paint thinner cans I didn't know were open? Yeah. Each can has an in visible bulls eye on it just begging Dragon to tip it over. Good thing I painted in the sun room with the concrete floors. Easy clean up.


  As much as Dragon drove me nuts that first week, I did have him for company. Drooly, stinky dog company...but beggars can't be choosers.


  I raked my fingers through my hair as I considered his latest disaster. He'd shredded a roll of toilet paper—all over the living room floor—and proceeded to roll in the remnants. Cleaning up the mess wouldn't be difficult. Just a pain.


  I swore he lived to drive me berserk. Good thing I loved him or I'd have lost my mind.


  I grabbed the waste bin and started picking up the hunks of torn paper when my phone rang. I didn't recognize the tone, so I let it go. The person could leave me a voice mail. Whatever. Once I had the toilet paper disaster picked up, I checked the number. I didn't know anyone with the 555 area code. The icon for a voice mail flashed so I pressed the numbers to retrieve the message.


  No words, just heavy breathing, like the person either had emphysema or was in the middle of one-handed dialing.


  A shiver ran up my spine and I disconnected the call. The only person I knew who called and breathed into the phone didn't want to talk to me. I shook my head. Probably a wrong number.


  I glanced at the clock on my phone. Crap. If I didn't get moving, I'd be late for Dragon's follow-up exam.


  I'm not sure how I did it, but I managed to get to the clinic in time. Even wore a clean shirt and jeans without holes. I prided myself on looking good for a change. I prepped myself to see Alec again. This time I wasn't going to try so hard or let my mouth control my brain. I'd be cool and sophisticated and explain I was scared shitless to call him.


  A lady vet strolled into the room. "Good afternoon."


  "Where's Dr. Niemi?"


  "You were expecting Dr. Alec?" She flipped the pages on Drag's chart. "You smell like cologne. The only ones who come in here smelling like they walked out of the mall are the women who want to date him and the men trying to date the women chasing Alec."


  "Are you sure you should be talking about him like that?" Her rant did sound unprofessional. Then again, my retort wasn't real mature. "I mean, Dr. Niemi."


  "When you've known someone since you were both twelve and you know you have no chance with him but he's still nice to you, you can say whatever your heart desires. Smile for me, Dragon." She checked his teeth and listened to his heartbeat. "Strong. Good."


  The rest of the exam went by in a blur. Might have been because I wanted to see Alec. Or it could've been my disinterest in the lady vet. I accepted her suggestion for heartworm pills, then paid for the visit. That was another thing I'd forgotten about pets. They could be pricey.


  Drag and I strolled out of the office to the truck. I'd always loved the low riding qualities of the compact truck, but after watching Drag jump into the cab, I thanked my lucky stars I hadn't gone with the one ton like I wanted. He'd never make it up onto the seat even with the tricked out nerf bars I wanted.


  A car whizzed past us, but I paid it little attention. I still wasn't happy I hadn't been able to see Alec. I'd actually have to buck up and call the guy. Geez.


  "That's one sweet ride."


  I knew the voice and knocked skulls with Dragon.


  "Better watch him. He's dangerous." Alec reached through the truck window and scratched Dragon's head. "And keep Dragon in line, too."


  Alec's laugh trickled down my spine like cool water on a hot day. I stared at him. What was I supposed to do? There he was in a crisp button down, jeans and loafers. The guy oozed classy sex appeal. I hadn't had any in a long time. That had to be the reason I acted like a moron in front of him. Had to be.


  "I'm glad I caught you." Alec squatted down beside the truck and rested his chin on his forearms. "It's not real professional, but I'm not one for rules. Want to go out for a beer? I'm done for the day in about an hour."


  "What about the chick in the office?" I was treading on thin ice. If my gaydar was off, I'd look downright ridiculous. If it wasn't, I'd need to find a new vet before I embarrassed myself by coming on to him if he wasn't interested.


  "Peeta? She's my fill-in. She comes to help out when I have a conference or have to make house calls. Kinda nice. I know the place will still be standing and the emergency cases will be taken care of." He shrugged. "We have a good thing going."


  He had me up until the last line. Confusion filled my brain. I rubbed the patch of Dragon's chest right below his collar. "She'll want you home. Not hanging out with me and Dragon." I faked a hearty chuckle. "We'll get you into trouble."


  "Nah." He resumed scratching behind Dragon's ears. "She's not my type."


  Although I felt a little strong about my gut instincts, I remembered what Peeta had said right before the exam. I wanted—no, I needed--to be sure. "You like a double D? Or are you more for a C cup?"


  "Oh for Christ sakes, Carson." Alec drew his hand back and growled. "I'm gay. Knew I was when I turned fifteen. The only reason I didn't come out in high school was those jocks you called friends would've kicked my ass. Everyone knew. I thought you did, too."


  "Oh." At least I got my answer. Things made so much more sense. The looks, the comments and the niggling feeling in my belly. I wish I'd acted on my attraction to him. Would've saved me a lot of trouble with Leon.


  "Yeah, oh." He shook his head. "And here I thought I was doing a pretty stealthy job of asking you out. Not hardly. You never called. Does this have to do with high school? I was gay, sure, but I was also scared to death you'd turn me down flat."


  He was scared I'd turn him down? Yet another bombshell I never saw coming. Geez. "Would it be too late to say yes?" I felt stupid and lower than the sewer pipes. He'd been blunt with me and I still couldn't trust my gut. "Without getting dramatic, I've had one hell of a year and my instincts with men suck. Okay?" I closed my eyes to keep from looking at him. I wasn't totally sure why I'd shared all that information, but he was so easy to talk to. "I wussed out on calling you because, yeah, I'm a wuss and I hate rejection," I mumbled. "Seems to be the way things go for me."


  "The guy who let Dragon run free really did a number on you, didn't he?" Alec caressed my arm, rubbing his thumb in broad circles and making my skin tingle.


  "Maybe." Admitting the truth hurt like hell, especially when Alec sounded like he actually cared. Still cared, if I understood him right. Leon might have been a jackass, but a part of me once loved him. When I found out Leon got married to another man and was living happily in New York City, my cracked spirit shattered. Now that I had Dragon back, the only choice I had was to move on. If Alec wanted to go along for the ride I wanted him there, too. "I'd like to go for a beer, if the offer is still open."


  I opened my eyes and held my breath and prayed he'd say yes.


  "Why don't you meet me here at four? Bring Dragon. Where we're going, they allow dogs." He squeezed my hand. "Deal?"


  "Yes." I allowed myself to breathe. I had a date. Kind of. "I'll be here."


  Alec winked and stood, then poked his head back through the open window. "Oh and you're driving. I've always wanted a truck and the next best thing is to ride in one." He kissed me on the nose. "Later."


  I sat back in my seat and watched him walk into the office. I wasn't sure what else to do with myself. I had a damned woody, a dog slobbering on my lap and neither was related thankfully. Once he disappeared into the building, I stole a glance at the clock on the dash. 3:05. Hell. I'd barely have time go home and back.


  Dragon licked my face and panted on me. I shook my head. "Want to waste forty-five minutes at the dog park?" I smoothed his ears back. "You know I now have to figure out if he likes me for me or if he likes me because of you."


  Dragon harrumphed and sank down beside me.


  "Yeah, I have no idea either."


  I spent the next hour walking the trails at the dog park. The nice part about living out in the middle of farm land is that there are plenty of wide open spaces. The dog park is part of an old corn field. Deep into August, more than a couple of stray corn stalks grow along the gravel path. I grabbed the blanket I kept behind the seat of the truck for emergencies and spread it out beneath one of the trees. Dragon collapsed right away and snored soon after. His chest rose and fell with each breath. I'd almost forgotten how loud he could be when he slept. When we first got him, his snorts and rumbles in his sleep drove me crazy. I swore I'd never sleep a wink. When he was gone I missed the oddly soothing sound.


  I laid beside him and considered my life. Leon wasn't coming back. He had Hector, Draven, or whatever the guy's name was. My sister, Elisa, wouldn't talk to me if I begged. The moment I came out, she slammed the door in my face. "Never darken my door. I don't have a brother." Mom and Dad took her side. "We don't have a son if he's a queer." So much for expecting my family to back me up.


  Did I hate being alone? Yes and no. Alone meant I could come and go as I pleased. It meant I could leave shit out and not have to listen to someone call me out for making a mess. It also meant no one to spoon. No one to eat dinner with. No one to talk to—well, no one besides the dog. I rubbed Dragon's belly.


  "You and me, old boy." As much as I loved my dog, I still wanted someone. Did I sound completely ridiculous?


  Dragon rolled over and mashed his back into my thigh. Good enough. I folded my arms behind my head and resumed staring at the corn stalks waving on the light breeze. My mind wandered to the forbidden. What if Alec wanted more than friendship. I closed my eyes and pictured him beside me.


  "I never thought we'd meet again." Alec climbed onto the tailgate of my truck. I have no idea where he'd come from and didn't care. The breeze ruffled his hair and wafted his cologne around me. I sighed. I wanted to stay in this moment forever.


  "You always made me smile. I'm glad you walked back into my life." His scruff abraded my cheek as he nibbled my earlobe. "I wanted to fuck you for so long."


  He moved from his position beside me and climbed astride my hips. "Then I want you to fuck me."


  I could get into this daydream. I rested my head onto one hand and moved the other to the tent in my pants.


  Alec whipped his dress shirt open, spraying buttons across the bed of my Chevy. The pings echoed off the thick plastic bed liner. I raked my fingers up and down his chest, delighting in the ripples. A thin vee of hair sprinkled between his pecs and tapered to his belly button.


  "You have an outie and a piercing," I blurted and touched the golden barbell piercing traversing his navel. "Cool." Geez. Even in a daydream I couldn't help but say the first thing on my mind.


  "You like it." He braced himself on his hands and lowered his lips to mine. He rolled his hips, grinding his cock into my groin.


  I groaned. Fine chocolate and the best wine rolled into one taste—him. Then there was the sensation of two cocks battling. Holy shit. I bit and nipped my way from his mouth to his chin and neck. I could get lost in him for a long, long time. I needed to feel his cock in my ass...now.


  I massaged my cock through my pants. Despite my daydreaming, I heard voices. Fuck. Voices meant people and people meant someone would see me with my damned hard on. Double fuck. I opened my eyes and sat up, then glanced at my watch. 4:15. Shit.


  "Dragon, we have to go." And pray that both Alec wasn't running ahead of schedule and I could get rid of my tent pole. To add stress to the already ragged moment, my phone rang again. This time it wasn't a call, but a text. Swell. I'd read it when I got to the truck.


  Getting Dragon moving after a nap took some doing, but the squeals of the kids playing in the park area helped. He loved to investigate new places and if he got petted by little sandy, sticky hands, all the better. Yes, my dog is an attention whore.


  I got him into the truck and pressed the buttons to retrieve the text.


  "I miss u."


  Shit. I pinched the bridge of my nose. Of all the people to text me, I had to hear from Leon. He missed me. The damn married fool was probably drunk. The last time he claimed to need me, he'd been sitting outside the Lampoon Bar at last call. Yeah, I ranked so high with him.


  Fuck it. I didn't have time for his drama. He married someone else and good for him. I tossed the phone into the glove box and sped toward the office. The collection of cars filling the lot had dwindled down to two. I tapped the steering wheel. Go in and ask for him? Wait in the parking lot? God knew I should've looked to see where Alec came from earlier.


  I rested my head on the headrest and counted to ten. If I didn't calm down, I'd blow everything and wuss out. Besides the stupid text from Leon, I already had the hard-on and a head full of dirty thoughts... I didn't need help to embarrass myself.


  Fucking low self confidence anyway.


  Dragon barked. At the top of his bulldog lungs, he barked. I turned my attention to the direction of his noise. Alec. He strolled casually out of the office, coat slung over one arm and a collection of file folders in his free hand. The sun glinted off the thick watchband encircling his tanned wrist. He grinned and my heart melted. I barely knew the matured Alec and there I went, falling head of heels in dreams and out. Geez.


  "Scoot over handsome." Alec patted Dragon through the open passenger side window. "Scoot so I can sit down."


  Although Dragon took his sweet time to finally move, Alec simply stood and laughed.


  "You devil. Have to be the center of attention, don't you?" He fumbled with the door handle, so I reached across. "You've trained your human well." Alec placed the folders on the dash and slid into the seat. "Thanks."


  Dragon sat between us, tongue out and drool all over everywhere.


  Alec winked. "Funny seeing you here. You're red. Were you tanning? Or just like the look of toasty skin?"


  "I took Dragon to the dog park. We stopped and I fell asleep." I wanted to look in the rearview mirror so bad. Nothing felt hot like I'd burned my cheeks, but stranger things were known to happen. I glanced at myself through my peripheral vision. Nope. Not sunburned. God, he had me blushing like I'd burned myself though.


  "Good. I like a man who isn't afraid of the sun and hard work." He patted my thigh and rational thought left my brain. Damn, I wanted to recreate my daydream. Right there. Damn sex drive ruling my body. I scrubbed my forehead with the back of my hand to say something that didn't concern sex.


  "Do you have to move your car?" Wow, that sounded so intelligent. I stared at the dirt on my dashboard. "I should shut up and let you drive," I said under my breath. I cleared my throat and spoke at a normal volume. "I mean, should I be following you for directions to wherever we're going?"


  "You've lost your confidence. You had a swagger in school." Alec leaned against the door and tapped on the top of the door frame. "You don't have to be so nervous. I only bite when asked and I've had my shots." He chuckled. "As for the wheels, I rode to the conference with Stu. I wanted to save on gas. Right now, I'm all yours."


  I couldn't be that lucky. Part of me wanted to ask who Stu was. The rest of me figured it wasn't worth knowing. He was right. I'd lost my swagger once I realized my heart had been abused for the umpteenth time. I grabbed the gear shift, then stopped. "Um, where are we going? I don't know any bars that allow you to bring pets."


  He clapped his hands. "Niemi's House of Ill Repute. Best place I know to have a beer, kick back with your friends and not feel compelled to be civilized."


  I stared straight ahead, trying to figure out where the hell we were going. I didn't know any bar called Niemi... Realization dawned and I turned in my seat. "You're taking us home? For the first date?" In addition to my surprise, excitement swelled in my heart. I shifted in my seat. My cock wanted to head to his place, too. Over and over again.


  Alec grinned again. "How else am I going to get into your pants? I know who I want and I don't take no for an answer."


  I wanted to be shocked. I did. But I wasn't. I liked it. Liked his forthrightness, liked his putting himself out there...I liked that he liked me. A lot.


  "Take me home so we can fuck like rabbits."


  Well, if he put it that way...


  ****


  I've never been the king of suave. I can handle social situations and fake confidence, but not when the guy took the lead. If I have to be genuine, I'm a mess. My hands shook on the steering wheel. I'd been in relationships before and hit on a couple of times, so why did Alec saying he wanted to fuck stir things in my gut and my chest?


  "If you head out on old Route 31 and go for two miles, my road is just on the right. Headlemeyer. I'm in the duplex apartments." Alec put his arm around Dragon. "You really should think about getting a harness so he doesn't get hurt if there's an accident."


  Harness? Shit. They made those things? I assumed the dogs just sat there. Some dogs ran around in the bed of the truck.


  "I've got one at the clinic. Stu brought it in as a sample." Alec ruffled Dragon's face. "You really like your master, don't you?"


  I'm not sure if he actually expected Dragon to answer or if he wanted me to say something.


  "Stu is your clinic partner?" I swallowed hard, not sure I wanted to hear the answer.


  "Nah. He brings in samples from the pet accessory companies. He tries to convince the vets to promote certain items like collars, leashes and carriers. Stu's a good guy, just a little confused." He squeezed my leg, both reassuring me and adding to my arousal. "He's suggested we should be more than friends, but he's not my type. Too pushy."


  "Oh." I turned onto his road and lost traction on the cinders. "Did they put down enough? It's freaking June."


  "Yeah, they went a little berserk during the last snowstorm. The road is still a mess. Cinders and heaps of salt that never melted even three months later." Alec nodded. "I'm in the third house. Good ole ugly ass pink."


  I crinkled my nose. I'd driven past the quaint little development more than once and yeah, the colors of the houses stood out. One pink, one yellow, one lime green and one a nauseating shade of purple.


  "I've got to ask. Why here? Aren't there nicer apartments in town?" I pulled into a parking spot behind the pink house and shut off the engine. "The Blackwood Manor apartments are pretty good. I lived there..." I closed my mouth. It hurt to admit I'd met my ex there.


  Alec climbed out of the truck and took Dragon's leash. "Come on, boy. Let's go." Once Dragon jumped onto the pavement, Alec grabbed his folders and the coat. "A little furry. Hazard of the job."


  "Sorry." I wasn't sure if I was more sorry for asking the stupid question or the fur all over his coat. Alec had the dog's leash, but I couldn't make my feet move. He'd invited me over and there I was hovering by the truck, scared to death. I wanted whatever I had with Alec to go well, not end up ruined on account of fur.


  Alec tossed his soiled jacket onto the fence railing and opened the gate, then led Dragon into the fenced part of the yard. "There you go, buddy. Run and play." For his part, Dragon waddled over to a patch of shade and plopped down. His tongue stuck out of the side of his mouth. Drool ended up everywhere.


  "You say you're sorry a lot." Alec closed the gate, then crept around the truck. He still had the folders in his hand. I stand six feet tall, same as Alec, but I swear I felt so small. I backed away from him. I wanted to lie and say he didn't scare me. Honestly, he didn't, but the fear that he'd ultimately reject me sunk into my bones. We hadn't spent decent time together since high school, had only talked since then for a little more than an hour, yet Alec still knew me better than anyone else.


  "You're a very handsome man." He placed the folders on the hood of the truck and braced his arms on either side of my waist. The heat from his body radiated onto my skin. I smelled the mint on his breath and the hint of musk in his cologne. "And you don't need to apologize. I'm not the guy who shafted you. Don't want to be."


  I drew a long breath into my lungs and prayed my erection hadn't stabbed him in the thigh. "Aren't you worried your neighbors will see us?" I had to say something. "Or your clients will think bad about you?"


  "I live in a pink house with neighbors who are just as eccentric. I don't give a shit what they think even if they are watching. And my clients? They're clients, no more, right now, no less." He leaned in close enough I saw the brown flecks in his green eyes. "Carson?"


  "Yeah?" My tongue felt fifteen sizes too big. "That's me."


  "Please tell me you're gay and I'm not making a horse's ass of myself." The lines around his eyes deepened and creases formed on his forehead. "Please?"


  He was worried?


  "I wanted to ask you out so many times." He gripped my belt. "Don't push me away."


  Push him away? Not hardly. I inched forward and planted my lips on his. His beard itched my cheeks, but I didn't mind. I liked the scruff. I threaded my fingers into his belt loop and pulled him flush against me. Alec ground his hips into mine. I couldn't help but moan and when I did, he thrust his tongue into my mouth. I moaned again and suckled on his tongue. Despite the jeans covering my cock, I felt his dick move. My head swam. He tasted every bit as sexy as I'd imagined.


  Alec broke the kiss first and gazed at me through heavy-lidded eyes. "You've got to come in. Now." He grabbed the folders without looking and yanked me into the yard.


  I felt the breeze move around me, smelled the lilacs that lined the house, but all I saw was Alec. Had someone told me when I was in school, I'd be in his hands and ready to fuck in the middle of his rented front lawn... I'd have died. Now, the exact situation seemed right.


  "Want to fuck you senseless," Alec murmured. He closed the gate and retrieved his coat. "Then start again."


  I nodded. Fucking. Yes. I wanted to. A lot. God, he frazzled my brain. Dragon trotted beside me as I followed Alec hand in hand into the Pepto Bismol colored house. The outside of the dwelling might have looked like gum exploded all over hell, but the inside? Functional contemporary furniture in blonde wood with sparkly steel insets. A wrought iron coffee table scattered with veterinary magazines. The guy had taste.


  "I might still be a nerd, but I've developed class." Alec tossed the jacket onto the couch and left the folders on the table. He toed off his loafers, so I followed in kind and kicked out of mine. He winked, then captured me in his arms. "I've wanted this for so long."


  I grunted as my back slammed into the plasterboard. His pelvis ground against mine and his lips moved over my mouth. Here I'd been admiring the furniture and he'd been admiring me. Holy shit. His teeth scraped across my bottom lip. I thrust my fingers into his hair and moved on instinct. My baser needs were to have him on more than my lips. I wanted his mouth wrapped around my cock.


  Alec yanked my shirt up and nibbled my pecs. Each bite, each lick sent me closer to the edge. My brain cells buzzed as I yanked my shirt up over my head and tossed the garment across the room. My dick? I'm pretty sure it could've busted straight through my jeans and he hadn't even touched it yet. He raked his fingernails across my nipples.


  "I like how they stand up for me," he purred.


  I moved my hands from his hair to his shoulders and gave him a nudge. The chill of the wall surged across my back.


  "Needy." He snickered. "I love it." Alec dropped to one knee and stared up at me as he licked his lips and unbuttoned my fly.


  I leaned into the wall and spread my feet a little more. Other than by my own hand, I hadn't come in a long time. Hell, playing with myself was good, but a hot mouth on my prick? Even better.


  He pulled my dick out of my pants and stroked a couple times. I moaned. God, I loved what he was doing. "More," I said with a groan.


  Alec shook his head.


  "What?" I choked out. A trickle of sweat burned in the corner of my eye. Hell, I was sweating from a blow job? The man was good.


  "You're cute, but I always use a rubber." He reached into his back pocket and grabbed his wallet. He produced a foil packet and grinned. Sheer wickedness gleamed in his eyes. "Better safe than sorry."


  I was glad someone paid attention. I swayed on my feet as he rolled the condom over my aching shaft. I shivered and fisted his shirt. "Now. Please?" I didn't care if I sounded needy...I needed him.


  Alec ran his tongue over my balls, nuzzling them and blowing puffs of cool air over the fevered skin. He knew how to torture but damn, I liked it. I rocked my hips and fought to breathe.


  He hummed and took me deep in his mouth. I groaned loudly. I didn't care who heard me. His mouth had to be what heaven felt like. Warm, safe, slick... With one hand, he kneaded my testicles. The other hand worked over my cock. Slurp, slide, withdraw, repeat. I let him run the show, but the closer I got to orgasm, the harder it became to hold back. Dear God. I shuddered and took over the tempo. I needed to come.


  "Come for me," he said around my dick. "Yeah."


  His coaxing was all I needed. I bit down hard on my bottom lip and emptied my seed into the condom. I wriggled my hips a couple times to prolong the climax, then settled against the wall. Holy shit. I wasn't much for quickies and I sure as hell didn't fuck on the first date, but that pang of regret I thought sure would crop up didn't. I sank down to the floor, unable to hold myself up.


  Eye-level with Alec, I tried to grin. I have no idea what face I made, but whatever I'd done, he laughed. "What?" I whispered.


  "You're so sexy when you come." He brushed his knuckles across my cheek. "Beautiful shade of pink on your cheeks. The hunger radiates in your eyes. It's magic."


  Magic? Beautiful? Wow. With my cock flopped onto my open fly, I gathered Alec in my arms. We cuddled there on the floor, for how long I wasn't sure. All I knew was that I never wanted the moment to end.


  When my breathing returned to normal and the clock chimed, Alec sat up. "I want to fuck you."


  Blunt. I could handle blunt. I'd have to toss the used rubber, first, but yeah, I could handle what he had to give me. "On the bed," I puffed. "Want this to be special."


  Alec nodded. "Yes."


  He grabbed my hand and led me to the back of the house. His bedroom overlooked the view of the road. Cornstalks swayed in the field in the property across the gravel. No peeping eyes that way.


  I heard the clunk behind me, but I didn't see him move. Alec tossed a bottle of lube and another condom onto the bed. He tweaked my nipple. "This would look hot if you had a ring in it."


  I groaned and swayed into his touch. I'd never thought about piercing my nipples. When he broached the subject, I couldn't help but wonder. A tiny silver ring would look hot. Would make playing with them hot, too.


  "You're thinking about it." He nipped my neck. "I've dreamed of this moment. Burying myself so deep in your ass." He shoved my pants to the floor, leaving me naked except for my socks and the clothing bunched around my ankles.


  "Carson, get me ready for you. Nice and wet."


  I almost balked at his blunt suggestion. Almost. I never cared if I was the top or the bottom. I liked being in control and sometimes I liked having control ripped from my hands. I've got my kinks. When his voice went thick with desire and need, I snapped to. I worked the buttons on his shirt, all while kissing and tasting him. There was a hint of salt and soap on his skin. His hums and groans vibrated down my spine. I shoved the shirt off his shoulders and stepped back to look at him.


  Alec puffed out his chest a bit. He didn't have the bellybutton ring like I'd imagined in my daydream, but he had a barbell piercing in each nipple. The stainless steel glinted in the light. My mouth watered. I had to taste him. I licked and flicked his nipples, loving the taste the metal and flesh. Through his pants, Alec's cock throbbed. My cock came back to life as well. Having such a hot guy before me did help in the erection department. I bit the one piercing and tugged a little.


  "Fuck, that's good." He placed his hands on my shoulder and gave me a shove.


  I took the subtle hint and dropped to my knees. Instead of going right for the gold, I rubbed my face into his crotch. The scent of him, musk, sweat and man kicked my desire into overdrive. Without taking my attention from his cock, I grabbed blindly for the condom. I'd slick him up, sure, but if we were going to play safe it had to go both ways.


  Alec palmed my cheek and grinned. "Here" He handed me the condom. I liked the switching between dominant and sweet. The change made me feel special, wanted.


  I held the packet in my teeth and worked the button on his dress slacks. I could tell from nuzzling him, Alec's cock wasn't small. But moving his pants to the side, I found out how endowed he was. I swayed on my knees. Hell. And thick. Like everything I wanted in a man—physically anyway—right before me and all I had to do was unwrap him.


  Alec stepped back and removed both his slacks and his boxer briefs. His dick bobbed at me—all seven inches of him. I tore open the foil and rolled it down his length. My hands shook. I wanted to impress him and all I could muster was shaky hands like this was my first time. Geez.


  "Take me in your mouth. That's right." He smoothed his fingers over my skull and cradled my head. I licked my lips and kissed the indentation between his hip and his groin. Alec growled. "Fuck, that tickles." He tugged the strands of my hair, pushing my face into the curve of his body.


  I moved down to his balls, caressing and massaging them as I learned him. He rocked his hips, hands still in my hair. I turned my attention to his face. His eyes were closed and these sexy creases formed at the corners. His brows rumpled together and his jaw clenched. Alec Niemi was the sexiest man I'd ever seen. I took the head of his cock in my mouth and sucked. I wasn't wild about the taste of latex, but whatever. I'd live. With each bob, I took more and more of him into my mouth until I buried my nose in his pubic hair. I prided myself on taking so much of him in.


  "That's fucking heaven," Alec bit out. He moaned and pulled out of my mouth. "I want your ass. On the bed on your knees."


  I peered up at him through my lashes and stayed put. I wanted to hear his official commanding tone again. The part of me I rarely let loose wanted his hand on my ass, spanking the sass out of me.


  "Do I have to punish you?" He crooked his fingers under my chin. "You'd like a spanking wouldn't you?"


  I had to have blushed because his eyes went wide, then filled with heat. Alec nodded once. "Go."


  I climbed onto the bed and waved my ass at him. Hell, I'd gone that far. I might as well encourage him to go the rest of the way with me. I glanced at him over my shoulder. Alec had the bottle in hand. He squirted lube on the fingers of his right hand. With his left hand, he connected with my butt. Tongues of fire speared over my flesh from his spanking. The pain quickly turned to pleasure. He spanked me again. This time the crack ricocheted through the room. The sound also made the dog bark. The tips of my ears burned.


  Dragon's footsteps padded on the floor. He ran into the room and jumped onto the side of the bed. His tongue slid out of his mouth.


  "I'm okay, pal. Lay down." I patted Dragon on the head and nudged him to the floor. I hesitated before looking over my shoulder again. I expected to see Alec roll his eyes, or at least be angry.


  "I guess we won't do that so loud." He laughed. "Not 'til he gets used to hearing it, anyway."


  My heart beat hard. Gets used to it. That sure sounded like this wasn't going to be a one-time occurrence. Before my mind could wander further, something icy stroked over my hole. The lube. Alec massaged one finger in and out of my asshole. He wasn't harsh, but not super soft—determined, like he belonged there. I backed into his hand, grinding on him. When he crooked his finger, he touched my prostate. Hell, I thought I saw stars. I probably did. I groaned and he added another slick finger.


  I fisted the blankets in my hands. I'd come from his mouth and damn, I could come from his finger in my ass. Alec was the only one who affected me that way.


  "This won't last," he muttered from over my shoulder. The blunt head of his cock breached my hole and the tight ring of muscle. I bore down on him, taking him in.


  "So tight." He let out a low whistle. "Your gobbling me up. Fuck." His fingers bit into my hips as he started to thrust. I rolled my hips. Meeting him thrust for thrust.


  "No."


  I froze. No?


  He swatted my ass once more. "Flip over. I want to look into your eyes."


  Whoa. This wasn't going to be a quickie, get-in-and-get-out kind of thing. He wanted a connection. Alec withdrew long enough for me to roll onto my back. I held onto my knees, unsure of whether he wanted me to reach for him or not. He crawled onto the bed and gathered my legs up over his thighs. I planted my toes and impaled myself on his cock.


  Alec rocked forward and touched my cheek. The reverence in his move stunned me. Like he treasured me. I wanted to look away, to break the sizzling connection, but I didn't.


  "So beautiful." The words came out whispered, but I heard them. He thrust forward and planted a kiss on my lips.


  Heat and something else swirled in my belly. Something deeper than lust and more powerful than sheer desire. Being with Alec felt right. I palmed my cock and wriggled on Alec's lap. One brow bobbed as he smiled, then kissed me again. He sat up and wrapped his fingers around mine on my cock. The thrusts increased. His eyelids drooped and his grip on my dick got harder, rougher. I slammed my hips into his, taking him as deep as I could into my ass.


  My legs trembled and the tingles in my belly increased. My balls tightened. Hell, I'd go off like a rocket in a moment. I hoped he didn't want me to wait for him.


  Alec's movements turned frantic and he slammed hard into my ass. "Fuck. Come for me, Carson. Jesus." He braced himself on one arm and slumped over me. At the same time, I spurted seed all over his chest. When he collapsed on me, the sticky mess went all over the both of us. Alec pulled out and rolled onto his side long enough to chuck the condom. He grabbed a shirt from the floor and wiped the cum off my chest, then his own. The shirt sailed through the air and landed somewhere on the floor at the foot of the bed.


  "Stay with me a while." Alec snuggled against my side and wrapped an arm across my stomach. "I like to cuddle after sex."


  Dazed, I stared at the ceiling and curled my arm around his shoulder. I'd had sex plenty of times in my life. A couple of times with girls. Mostly with guys. Some of the people I cared deeply about. Some not as much. Alec didn't feel like a one night stand. Or even a one week fling. Despite the joy of orgasm and the warmth of a sexy man on my chest, something else added into the equation. Fear. Things were good, albeit new with Alec. What if I wasn't enough for him? What if the past came back and kicked me in the balls again?


  I closed my eyes to blot out the heavy thoughts. I'd worry about it later—when Alec wasn't snoring on my shoulder. Later.


  ****


  The bed shifted and I flopped onto my stomach. I cracked my eyes open and jerked. Tan walls. Huge mirror on one wall. Dark wood bureau. Smell of musk. It took me a moment to figure out where the hell I was. Alec's bedroom after mind numbing sex.


  Like we'd shared a bed for ten years time, Alec dragged his knuckles over my cheek. "Good morning handsome. I'm going to take care of the dog." He kissed me on the nose, then clapped his hands. "Dragon? You hungry?" He got up from the bed and stretched. "You want a sandwich or something, Carson? I can feed you both."


  I stared at the ceiling for another moment, then sat up and scrubbed both hands over my face. I needed to get dressed. Needed to regain my composure. The guy I'd quietly lusted after back in school had me in his bed. Not a place I'd expected to be. I liked it and liked him. Apparently he'd lusted after me just as much back then. Who knew? I just wasn't sure how the hell we'd got from barely getting to know each other all over again, to horizontal in a matter of moments.


  I stepped into my briefs and found my socks. I strolled out of the bedroom, feigning confidence and found Alec in the kitchen. Clad in nothing but a pair of boxer briefs, he was in the process of opening a bag of dog food with my dog sitting happily at his feet. Had Alec not been a vet, I might have wondered why the guy had dog food in his house. Then again, did he really bring that much of his work home? "Did you have a dog?"


  "Confession?" Alec dumped a cup of kibble into what looked like a plastic cereal bowl and placed it on the floor. Then he filled a stainless steel bowl with water. "When Dragon came in, I kind of hoped he wouldn't have an owner. He's funny and cute and I wanted to take him home. Then you called. I brought home a couple sample bags of dog food for emergencies. Turns out it was the right decision."


  "I ruined it?"


  "Not at all." Alec remained behind the counter, like he needed the barrier. "The surprise was even better."


  I rubbed the back of my neck with the flat of my hand. Confusion didn't begin to describe the thoughts in my head. "Okay, look. I need a few things straightened out before we get busy again." And I needed my pants. I retreated to his bedroom long enough to grab my clothes from the floor, then came back out into the kitchen. "I like to be dressed when I have a conversation."


  "We did rush." He leaned forward on the counter, folding his arms. He watched patiently as I shrugged into my shirt and shoved my jeans up over my hips. "There," He said with a grin, "now you're decent. Shoot."


  I worked my sock right side out, then turned my attention to Alec. "Moments ago, you had my dick down your throat and your cock in my ass. I loved it, don't get me wrong, but I want more." There. I'd started to say what I wanted to say. Sort of.


  "Like my vital statistics?"


  "Yeah." I picked at the cuff of my sock. I was never going to get a straight sentence out with him standing there in the damn near nude. "I like that you're helping take care of my dog and all, but how do I know this isn't a ploy to talk me out of him?" I paused. That sounded all wonky. I stared at the piercing in his nipple. Not helping, but turning me on again. Fuck. "I mean...God I should shut up now."


  Alec came out from behind the counter and placed his finger over my mouth. "I like him, but I prefer him with the matching owner. You've been my what-if guy. What if I'd made a move in school? What if I'd grown a backbone and said more than two words to you? I can't change what happened then, but I can give right now my best shot."


  "Who is Stu to you?" I asked around his finger. "If he's the guy you're making jealous, then I don't want to do this. I was part of a triangle and I don't want to go there again."


  God, I'd fuck this whole thing up before we even got past the one-afternoon stand part. Damn, damn, damn. He'd said he wasn't interested in Stu, but I couldn't let it go until I was sure.


  "That's what happened, isn't it? He took off because someone else smiled his way?" Alec moved his finger down my chin, to my throat and stopped at my belt loops. "Come here." He backed up, resting his ass on the counter. I stood between his bare legs. I looked anywhere but his eyes. I hadn't talked about Leon or my past and I didn't really want to—not yet anyway.


  Alec cupped my jaw. "I was cheated on, too." His smile fell. "Thought he'd be the only one." His voice cracked and softened. "Until he realized he wasn't gay."


  I sighed. I knew that song and dance, too. Freshman year of college. Gino called it 'sampling'. Except everyone else called his sampling 'experimenting'. I'd put my heart into the fledgling romance and he walked not two weeks later.


  "How long were you together?" He rubbed his thumb across my bottom lip.


  "Do we have to talk about this? You don't want to get dressed or something?" I sounded impatient and hated it. I turned away from him. "Longer than we should've been."


  "Me, too." Alec tipped my chin, forcing me to look at him. "Have you seen, 'Bringing Up Baby'?"


  I wasn't entirely sure where Alec was going with his question, but I did have an affinity for old Hollywood swagger. "Cary Grant rocks."


  "Good. We'll watch that. I'll grab a t-shirt and some jeans." He kissed me again and lingered. "I've wanted to talk to someone about Eddie for a long time. Hard to keep that shit buried."


  "I know." And I did. I don't know how Alec knocked loose the words I'd held back, but he did. While Alec went to get dressed, I put on my socks and hunted for my dog. It didn't shock me to find Dragon had already sprawled out on the rug like he owned the place. I knelt beside him and scratched behind his ears.


  "If he drools too much, let me know." I shouted over my shoulder. "I'll pay to have the rug cleaned."


  Alec laughed and crouched beside me. "You do know I'm a vet, right? If I didn't see them every day and live in a rental, I'd probably have a couple dogs myself. Drool doesn't squick me out."


  I grinned and sat down on the couch. Alec grabbed the remote, then flipped through the DVD cases on the bookshelf. There was something graceful about Alec, almost sinewy like a dancer. Each movement seemed practiced yet completely at ease. I imagined the feel of his back against my stomach as we slept and the rub of his backside as he ground it into my crotch as an invitation in the middle of the night.


  "I thought I loved Leon, too." There, I'd said it. I held my breath waiting for Alec to respond. When he didn't, I let the breath out and continued. I'd come this far and figured I might as well just get the story out. "Sounds like a stupid song, but Leon liked his money. The only way he knew how to make cash was trolling. I hated it. I mistakenly thought he'd change when he moved in with me. He did for a while, but it didn't last."


  Alec's shoulders slumped. He'd crouched in front of the television, but sank to one knee as he turned around.


  "I'm clean," I blurted. I wanted to crawl into a hole. As much as I felt freed by finally talking about Leon, the embarrassment of my past crept up on me. "Got tested at the three and six month marks. Nothing. I know we used a rubber, but I thought you should know."


  The introduction music started and the opening credits flashed on the screen behind Alec. The corner of his mouth twitched like he wanted to smile but couldn't. My heart sank. I wanted someone to be honest with me and here my honesty was coming back to bite me in the ass.


  I stood and patted my hip. "Come on, Drag. I messed this up. Again." I crossed the room to Alec and offered my hand. "I'm glad you had me over to visit. I've had a good time." I lied through my teeth. "Parts of the afternoon were great—the kissing, the touching, you putting me down your throat. The rest wasn't so great—my big foot in my mouth, me trying too hard, me realizing my skills at being suave died a tortured death before I met you."


  Alec stood and followed me to the back porch. "We moved really fast," he said in a low tone. "I'm glad you told me. I like a man who is honest." The smile returned to his lips. "The more I spend time with you, the more I like you." He touched my face and pulled me close. "I'd also like another date. We don't have to fuck—just talk."


  The pleading in his eyes speared me right in the heart. How was I going to say no to a look like his? Dragon barreled between us, but I didn't bother to look. All I saw was Alec.


  "How about we try again? My place, Friday night... let's say seven?" I toyed with the wrinkles in his t-shirt.


  "Make it eight and you've got a deal. I have to close the clinic tomorrow so I stay a little later, but the plus side is this is Peeta's weekend in charge. I don't have to go back until Monday. We've got all weekend to...talk."


  "Deal." I pulled Alec into my arm and kissed him. The date might not have gone well, but I'd end it a little better. "See you tomorrow."


  I strolled down the stony path towards the truck with Dragon in tow. Alec waved from the back porch as we pulled out of the parking lot. I grinned. Okay, so I sucked at dates. I knew it. I admitted it. Nothing could bring me down, though. I had a hot guy who wanted to see me and my dog back.


  Something buzzed. I stopped at the intersection and looked around the truck. I did the routine maintenance on the truck so I knew it was in top condition. What the hell buzzed?


  I shared a look with Dragon. He whined and licked the glove box. Glove box? I tipped my head. What the....oh geez. I'd put the phone in there. If I had another voice mail, the thing would buzz. Screw it.


  I waited until I got home and ushered Dragon into the house before I checked the message.


  "It's Leon." He paused and sighed. The guy had a dramatic streak a mile wide. I expected him to cry or something to up the ante. "You always got me. Even when I went through my bitchy phase." Dead silence again. I gritted my teeth. Drama king on line one. "Carson, I want to come home."


  I'd taken a seat on the floor to pet Dragon and good thing. Leon's last statement knocked me for a loop. He wanted to come home? I stared blankly at the base cabinets. I'd closed the Leon chapter in my life and wasn't ready to open it again.


  The line had gone dead, signaling the end of the voice mail so I pressed the buttons to end the call. Part of me wanted to call Leon back and explain to him, once more, why we weren't going to get back together. The rest of me wanted to ignore him. I couldn't hope for him to get the hint that I wasn't interested, but maybe if I didn't respond he'd assume he'd drunk dialed or just dialed a wrong number. I stood and placed the phone on the counter.


  I couldn't make Leon do anything he didn't want to do. Please Lord, let him forget where I lived.


  ****


  What do you make, food-wise, for the man you'd like to make your boyfriend? I had no idea. Seafood? Nah. I wasn't good at steaming anything and fish sounded gross. A chicken? The idea had merit, but what the hell would I do with it? And what if Alec was a vegetarian? Probably would've been good to know that ahead of time.


  The refrigerator hummed behind me. Well, what did I have in the house to eat? I mentally scanned the shelves. I'd picked up a bag of salad greens two days before and it was still fresh. I had some leftover pepperoni. Not good for the vegan angle, but good enough otherwise. I got some of the recommended mozzarella balls from the cheese counter. I folded my arms. A little tomato sauce and I could have a pizza.


  Did I have any yeast? I didn't feel like trekking to the store in search of a premade crust. Hmm. Behind the eggs sat two packets of quick rise yeast. Perfect. The clock on the microwave read 6:17. Plenty of time to make the dough.


  By the time I'd finished the crust, I had more flour on me than in the recipe. Not good. I placed the bowl in the cupboard above the oven to rise and dusted myself off. If I took half an hour to shower, I then had about an hour to prebake the crust. It could work.


  Normally my shower time consists of yes, cleansing my body, but hey, I'm a guy. I rub one off. It's slippery, my mind can wander and I get my head more in the game...win-win. Each time I brought up a mental picture of Alec, Leon's face blurred him out. My stomach soured. Even if Leon forgot about me, apparently I never forgot about him. Damn.


  I dried off and flipped through the dresser. I wanted to impress Alec, but wearing a button-down and khakis wasn't going to cut it. I wouldn't be comfortable. I chose my favorite jeans, the pair with the ripped pocket and coordinated it with one of the few spotless t-shirts I owned. Forgoing socks, I padded downstairs.


  Getting the crust rounded out and into the oven took less time than I'd expected. I rummaged through the fridge. Mushrooms and onions. Could be allergic, but I didn't recall him talking about it when we were in school. Baking the actual pizza wouldn't take long. I'd slice the veggies and put them aside until he got there. We could talk while it browned.


  The doorbell rang and yanked me from my thoughts. I wiped my hands on the towel and headed to the front door. My nerves rattled and I blew out a couple of long breaths to center. This is the start of the rest of my life and it's going to be good.


  I opened the door, but the scene wasn't good. Alec and Leon both stood on the front porch frowning at each other. Alec held a bottle of wine in his white-knuckled hand. Leon looked like he hadn't slept in a week and smelled like he'd crawled out of a fifth of bourbon. His rumpled clothes hung on his frame and something smudged across his cheek.


  What do you say in a moment like that? Your ex and the guy you want to be your current both looking at you like you'd stepped out of a horror movie.


  "God damned bitch." Leon rolled his eyes and folded his arms, as if to accentuate the muscles in his arms. He shouldn't have bothered. "I knew you couldn't keep it in your pants. This dick is a pansy."


  Alec shrugged. "I don't see any missing pants." He squatted down. "Where's Dragon?"


  As if on cue, Dragon's barks filled the air. I don't know how he missed the doorbell ringing, but Alec had Dragon's full attention. He bounded through the foyer and jumped onto Alec, knocking him over into the porch railing.


  Alec belly laughed. "There's my boy." He knelt to pet the dog. "Give me love."


  "Your boy? Give you love? That's my dog." Leon reached down and took a hold of Dragon's collar. "And my God damned boyfriend."


  If I hadn't seen it, I wouldn't have believed the move Alec made. He nudged Dragon to the side before Leon could harm the dog, then jumped upright into Leon's face. "No one hurts an animal around me."


  Leon made a gagging noise. "Fuck you. You aren't his owner." He glared at me. "What the fuck are you doing with this douche?"


  "So you're Leon?" Alec stuck out his hand. "I'm Alec. It's not nice to meet you."


  "Are you still talking?" Leon swiped his arm through the air, narrowly missing Alec. "You're history."


  "Funny," Alec laughed. "I kind of am. But then so are you." He stepped into Leon's space, crowding the disheveled man. "As you can see we all have our pants on. And if I'm not mistaken, the dog doesn't want you here."


  "This is our house. Carson, tell this dick to go home." Leon smirked. "We never actually broke up."


  Somehow I wasn't shocked by the news. Leon couldn't let go of anything if his life depended on it. "Alec, the pizza crust will be burnt if I don't get back to it. Come on in. Leon? Go."


  "What are you doing?" Leon's eyes widened as Alec ducked behind me. "I've been waiting out here for more than an hour. I thought you knew I was coming over. I called."


  Alec swatted my ass on the way past. "I'll take it out."


  I didn't have to look to know where Dragon went. The sound of his toenails on the hardwood floor told me he'd followed Alec. I waited until Alec was out of earshot. He didn't need to hear me argue with my ex.


  "Then it was you. I should've known."


  "Was what me?" Leon fisted his hands on his hips. "That called you? Yeah, I called you. I thought you cared about me. I called like fifty times."


  "I cared about you when we were together. But finding you in bed with our mutual friend sorta killed anything I'd felt. Then you tell me you don't love me. You wanted your freedom. You'd been screwing people and turning tricks. I don't do tricks any longer. Besides, aren't you married?"


  "You liked what we did."


  "But I don't now. Leave me alone. You wanted out, stay out."


  Alec eased up behind me and put his arm around my waist. "The dog and I put the mushrooms and onions on the pizza. Anything else you want on there?" Alec crouched near to Dragon's face and nodded again. "Oh and Leon, Dragon told me doesn't want to have to bust out his ninja moves to make you leave. You cut his person pretty deep and he won't stand for it."


  I bit back a grin. Alec had a spine and a good sense of humor. I loved it. The more time I spent with him, the more I loved Alec. Crazy considering my ex was still on the porch and I'd only had one date with Alec.


  "I came over here to ask for forgiveness. Not to find you with a man whore." Leon snorted. "And that is a piece of trash."


  "I'm not a man whore." Alec tsk tsked beside me. "I keep my junk so clean you could eat it." He spoke lightly in my ear. "Do you want to eat it?"


  "What do you have to say for yourself?" Leon braced himself on the banister. "You like him?"


  "I do like him." I rested my head on Alec's shoulder. "You walked out. I'm through with you. No buts. Go home to Draven or whoever you're with now. Just go."


  Growling, Leon climbed into his car and sped down the gravel driveway. His tires kicked rocks all over my front yard and squealed as he pulled onto the road. Alec swayed beside me. "He does this every so often, I assume? Doesn't want to let go even if he's the one who threw it away?"


  "Can't let the past stay in the past," I murmured. As far as I knew, Leon would come back and try to destroy everything.


  Alec turned in my arms, putting his back to the street and Leon's retreat. The setting sun gave Alec's face an airbrushed quality. Behind him, blues, purples, and vivid oranges lit up the sky. "I can handle his kind of crazy if you'll let me stand beside you."


  That, I could handle. I pulled him close and kissed him, tasting the minty toothpaste on his lips and my own hunger to do more than stay in a lip-lock.


  "I love the sunset." I slid my fingertip down his nose. "Like we get to start all over again in the morning, but this is the reminder of all the beautiful moments from the day. One last chance to make things right before the darkness takes over."


  He snickered. "That's really poetic and sappy. But I like it."


  "The pizza's gotta be very done or burnt by now."


  Alec shrugged. "I set the timer on the counter and one on my cell phone. We'd know if it was burned." He chuckled. "I let everyone else run my life back in the day. I wasn't about to let that jerk ruin my food or my night with you."


  "I like you and I'd like a chance to start this right." I rubbed his back. "Will you have pizza with me right now, stay with me tonight and wake me in the morning with your smile?" Wow, I didn't realize I could be so schmaltzy. "Or you could stay, we eat, fuck like rabbits and spend tomorrow together."


  "Sounds like the same thing and yeah, I would." He placed his hand over my mouth to stop my response. "Carson, I liked you way back when. A lot. Seeing you again brought back all those feelings and more. I'm in love with you and I want to see how far this thing goes."


  He'd smoothed his other hand over my crotch. The smart ass in me wanted to say something along the lines of 'it went all the way to your sweet spot', but the lovesick, sap in me smiled. "Me, too," I said around his hand. "Let's eat, I'm starving."


  "Couldn't have said it better myself."


  We did have pizza, eventually. It had to cool and we'd just warmed up. I don't like to say I'm glad my ex took my dog, but I'm glad the vet found us both. It's been ten years with Alec and we're still going strong. And yes, we did make love in the bed of my Chevy. More than once.


  


  THE END
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  My mother looked at my eyes in the mirror– one last time in a lifetime of never meeting my gaze, never letting me look directly at her face. The snakes of her hair hung limply, unmoving. She had removed her veil for this last visit, but lay turned away.


  "You're not a Gorgon, my boy. Not even half. But when I die– beware. Power doesn't disappear, it changes and moves. Be careful."


  Five years ago, and I thought by now I was safe. I thought it had passed me by. Until today when the two men I care for invited me home for the night. Until I kissed them and warm flesh turned to stone under my lips. What have I done? What am I? And how the hell can I fix this?


  ~ Kaje
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  BEGINNINGS:LIBERATION


  by Alessandra Ebulu


  


  Cursed shall you be forever. Your gaze shall turn to stone all who look upon you. The hair and face that you delight in shall become terrible to look upon. Your blood shall be sought by all for it shall have the power to heal and to kill. This shall be your fate and the fate of your descendants for all eternity.


  ****


  His footsteps echoed, disturbing the stillness that had descended upon his surroundings. No one was in the halls; no sounds could be heard as he moved down the hallway. The area was dark, the only things guiding his steps, memories of previous visits to this place that terrified him. Dark, forbidding, the house suited his mother perfectly— Medusa of the horrifying gaze. Medusa, the feared and most hated. Medusa had once been beautiful and wanted by all but now stood as proof that people's emotions were fickle and ever changing.


  He scraped his big toe against stone and stopped. Raised hands found the wall, and Eleftherios slowly felt his way along. His hands touched wood, and he pushed the door inwards, moving into the room.


  His eyes adjusted to the dimly lit room, searching for the reptilian skin and listening for the hiss that would tell him where his mother was. She who had once delighted in light, laughter and the company of others remained forever hidden in the ruins of the temple she now called home.


  "Welcome, Eleftherios. Proceed. Your mother awaits." He paused and turned. Atropos approached him, her much dreaded shears absent from her hands. Her eyes dark, filled with the heaviness he knew was always present when she was ready to bring life to an end. The way she continued to gaze at him— unblinking, unflinching, with cool detachment— filled him with misgivings.


  Eleftherios nodded and moved forward, pulling back the curtains that Medusa had used to create privacy in her rooms.


  "You sent for me, Mother."


  Low hisses filled the room. Something was wrong. The snakes on her head hung limp, unmoving. Her head was turned away from him. The veil she used to cover her face rested on her lap."Eleftherios. You came."


  He paused in lowering his head; his mind raced. Medusa sounded even more melancholic than usual. It wasn't in her nature to sound so wistful at his presence. His thoughts swung to Atropos and the look that had been present in her eyes. "Is it time, Mother?"


  "You saw Atropos, I see." Her voice was sad. "It would seem that my time has finally come."


  Eleftherios could feel the silence turn oppressive, waiting for one of them to speak, but he had no idea what he could say. What could one say to a mother that had never been there? A mother he did not know? He should feel sad at the thought of losing her, but all he felt was numbness. He had never known her. It was another that had raised him, another that he had called mother when he had learnt how to speak. The being before him was only a stranger who had given him life. But she had suffered already and, as such, deserved what little comfort he could give her.


  "How?" How would she die? How were the gods going to complete her pain and humiliation? How were they going to make it worse than it already was?


  "It is not up to the fates to tell us how we shall die. It is a blessing to remain ignorant of the form Thanatos would claim when he comes to rob us of life's breath." The words were spoken slowly, each breath a rasp.


  "And it's a blessing to know that your time has come?"


  "It is a courtesy from beings that I have learnt to call friends, an opportunity to set my affairs in order." There was a pause, and Eleftherios felt his body tense in response, bracing itself for what was to come next. "You are not a Gorgon, my boy. Not even half. But when I die, beware. Power does not disappear. Rather, it changes and moves. Be careful, Eleftherios, and may all that is good go with you."


  Eleftherios felt his mouth open, questioning words, seeking an escape. He needed to know more. His mother could not simply make statements like the ones she had made and expect him to say nothing.


  "Your questions will be answered in time. You just have to be patient— more patient than I have ever been. Leave now, your brothers are coming, and I do not want you all meeting here. Now is not the time"


  Eleftherios bowed. "Thank you, Mother. Farewell." He walked slowly out of the room and out of the temple. His mind was busy with the thoughts that had arisen because of his mother's words. It had been a score of years since Medusa had been cursed by the goddess Athena for daring to lie with Poseidon in Athena's temple. She had been seduced by a god, but Athena had not been willing to listen nor had she shown any compassion for Medusa's plea. Her children had been taken to her sister, and their father had died at her hand— the first victim of the curse. With nothing and no one left, Medusa had settled into bitterness and anger and had turned a deserted temple at the corner of the Western Ocean into her domain.


  Eleftherios returned to the boat that had carried him to his mother's island and nodded at the boatman to proceed. As they drifted away, he turned around to catch a final glimpse of the temple ruins, ruins that signified all that was left of his mother's life. He gave a deep sigh and turned around, paying attention to the sound of the oars striking the water and the soothing glide of the boat.


  He hoped he would be able to make something better of his life and his mother's shadow would cease to cling to him. Although, with the words she had spoken, he doubted the possibility of that ever happening.


  ****


  It had been roughly a week after his visit to his mother when his city of Lucania was agog with the news of the destruction of the monster. He had been about dipping a hot blade in water to cool it off when he had heard two customers whispering about people having seen the hero Perseus with the head of the Gorgon. Shock caused him to drop the blade on the wooden floor, damaging it. He knew the edges had dulled.


  The customers turned to look at him. "Is something wrong, Eleftherios? You look a bit pale."


  "Nothing really. Just the heat."He picked up the blade and examined it critically. He prided himself on selling only the best to his customers. There was no way in Hades he was going to offer this to any of his patrons. He shrugged and placed it in the barrel he kept for objects he had made and had to take home.


  With his mind divided between his work and the conversation the two men were having, it took awhile for his thoughts to wander back to his last visit with his mother and the words she had spoken to him.


  He whipped his head around to look at the two men with whom he'd spoken, his breath caught in his throat as fear coursed through him. He released his breath with a sigh; their golden skin glowed. They lived and nothing on them had been turned to stone. With glee coloring their voices, they left his shop, talking about the good news and shouting out to him. "We will be here tomorrow to collect the armor. Do have it ready."


  He leaned back against his work station, his breath coming rapidly. That had been too close. What would he have done if he had turned them to stone like his mother had done to all that had set their eyes upon her? How would he have explained to his aunt that her sister's curse had been transferred to him?


  At that, he stopped— his aunt. Thoughts of her had fled when he had realized that Medusa had been killed, and it had not occurred to him that at the moment, she too would be about to hear the story or would be mourning the loss of her sister.


  Quickly, he closed the stalls and took in his merchandise, calling out to his neighbor. "Agathangelos, if anyone comes looking for me, tell him that I have gone home to see my mother. I will be back tomorrow."


  Agathangelos popped his head outside his shop, his face clearly showing the worry he felt. "Is she ill?"


  "Be at peace, my friend. She is well. I merely want to run some errands for her."


  "If that be the case, may the gods go with you and pass unto your mother my greetings."


  The trip home did not take as long as it should have. His steps had been quickened as his agitated thoughts swarmed in his head. He removed the latch on the door with nimble fingers and pushed it open, his feet moving silently on the floors.


  He opened the door to her room quietly and peered in. His aunt had a shawl she had been mending on her lap. Her head was bowed, and wet drops dribbled to the cloth on her thighs. He crossed over to her and wrapped his hands around her shaking shoulders.


  "I'm sorry. Who brought the news?"


  Adelpha raised her head, her blue eyes watery with tears. "Callidora. Before she came, Morpheus brought the news to me in my dreams. I knew even then that she was dead. Zeus have mercy."


  "I've given up hope on the gods ever having mercy on us. They have done nothing but hurt us and use us. I doubt if even they are ever forgiving enough to feel sorry for the loss of a woman whom we hold dear and they have forgotten."


  "Hush, Theris," Adelpha replied, raising a finger to his lips as she spoke. "To say that is to mock the gods. They who dwell on Olympus listen, and when the time comes, they gift to their children things of which we never dream or allow ourselves to hope. All we can do is wait."


  Eleftherios bowed his head and buried his nose in Adelpha's hair. She smelt of the fields warming in the sunshine.


  "Been playing with the wheat again?" he asked, voice softened in the hopes that the change would help his aunt and him forget their loss and move on. To dwell in the past was a mistake that would only lead to heartache and eventual death. All he could do was hold on and hope that things would become better someday soon, obviously without any aid from the gods.


  "Demeter has been most gracious to us. The earth lives and provides us with food to warm our bellies. It is only natural to give thanks for the bounty. She sees my joy in the fields, and that is all that matters."


  Eleftherios held his tongue. To speak unfavorably of the gods would merely increase Adelpha's ire and would keep them arguing back and forth for the rest of the day. Now was not the time to think of what Athena had done to them and how Poseidon had used Medusa. She, who had been young and beautiful, had tired of her lover who slaved away and the young boys she had at home. She had wanted adventure and had fallen victim to the sweet tongue of the god of the sea, the mover and shaker of land and the waters. Indeed, she had been naive to think that she would be protected by Poseidon from Athena's wrath after they had lain together in the goddess's temple, and she had paid dearly for it.


  To expect Eleftherios to give reverence to gods who would use and toy with man so, was a thing only a fool would dream.


  ****


  Heat poured from the forge. Sweat pooled in Eleftherios's hair until it ran down his face and his chest. His back hurt, but he kept pumping the bellows, raising the temperature. The blade he was forging needed to be perfectly made and it all began with the heat.


  Zosimos needed a good sword for his travels, and he would be damned that his brother would get anything but the best. He hadn't seen Zosimos in months, and the war-loving idiot needed a new sword before he left for places unknown again.


  He pulled out the blade from the forge and quickly carried it to the anvil, setting it just right. With hammered strokes, he beat the blade into submission until his muscles ached. When he felt it was perfect, he dipped the blade into the barrel of water, watching the steam rise. With that done, he walked to sit on the seat he had placed in front of his wheels, pulled the ropes he had connected to the wheels, and placed the edge of the blade against the slowly turning stones and heard the grinding sound of metal against stone as the blade curved to take on its true shape. Now, all that remained for him to do would be to create the hilt, and Zosimos would have a new sword.


  Eleftherios grinned. Nothing gave him greater joy than to know that his customer would enjoy what he created and who better than Zosimos to enjoy the feel of a well-made sword?


  "You know, Theris, I do believe that you look happier after making those damned swords of yours than you do after we've made you come." The words were spoken with a laugh.


  Eleftherios spun around and mentally corrected himself. Nothing gave him greater joy than to see the two men he had come to regard as his lovers smile at him that way.


  He leaned over to receive the kiss that Nikandros placed on his lips, opening his mouth to allow the invading tongue to enter. His eyes closed in bliss, and he then moaned as he felt Vasilios's open mouth at the base of his neck, sucking and nipping. When had he crept behind him?


  Groping hands were on his ass, squeezing and bringing his body to Nikandros's now taunt body, an answering erection in front of his and another behind his ass. He was undecided whether he should shift forward and grind against the one before him or move backwards and rub against the one that wanted to be buried in his ass.


  The choice was taken from his hands by the laughing voice of Agathangelos. "The three of you should get a room. Zeus be thanked that there are no children around. You three lack any sort of control."


  Nikandros lifted his head, his brown eyes winked at Eleftherios as he shouted out to Agathangelos. "You are just jealous that you don't have someone like Theris. If you did, you would be spending your afternoon fucking like we plan to do, or am I wrong Vasilios?"


  Vasilios finally lifted his mouth from its position on Eleftherios's neck. "Your words are true Nikandros. Agathangelos, leave us be with our lover and go find your own."


  Eleftherios could hear Agathangelos's laughter fading away, indicating that the man had moved back into his shop. The brief respite had been enough to restore Eleftherios's senses though, and he regretfully pulled away from his lovers, glancing at the half-finished orders scattered around the room. He was aware that Nikandros and Vasilios could see what he was doing and would come to the right conclusions.


  Nikandros pulled him back to place a soft kiss on his lips and turned him over to Vasilios who nuzzled his hair. "Come over to our house tonight. We have a surprise for you," Nikandros said, pulling away and walking towards the door with Vasilios behind him.


  "Oh, and Theris," Eleftherios directed his gaze to Vasilios, his eyes questioning, "Do not come late. Work can wait." With that said, they walked out of his shop, and Eleftherios sank into a chair.


  It had been three years after his mother's death when he had met Nikandros and Vasilios. The two lovers were soldiers from Melite and had visited Lucania on their way home, stopping at his shop to have their swords fixed. He had been immediately fascinated with them— Nikandros with his black hair and brown eyes and Vasilios with his brown wavy hair that curled even when wet and green eyes. They had the bodies of soldiers, well-trained and honed, and had an air that commanded attention.


  He had admired them from afar, never dreaming that his interest would ever be returned. Then one day, they had caught him watching them, and Nikandros had kissed him right in front of his shop with everyone watching. Some had turned away in disgust while others had laughed, whistling and calling out encouragingly for them to continue.


  Their kisses had left him flustered and still did. Eleftherios shook himself, grinning. It would be two years since they had met, and he was sure that Nikandros and Vasilios remembered, and it was likely their reason for telling him to come to their house early that night.


  As he wrote a note to send to his aunt telling her where he would be should she wish to send for him, he grinned. He could barely wait.


  ****


  Eleftherios placed his knuckles on the wooden door and rapped lightly. The sounds of dogs howling down the street could be heard clearly, and he wondered who had left his dogs wandering the streets at night.


  With his face turned to examine the road, he did not know that the door was opened until two hands dragged him into the house. He felt warm lips against his and smiled. He wound his hands around Nikandros's neck and held on as a warm tongue plundered his mouth. As he pulled back to run his tongue over Nikandros's lower lip, he felt the lip harden for a moment before it became pliant again.


  Eleftherios pulled back, slightly alarmed, and was promptly spun around by Vasilios who began to suckle his lips, biting and chewing. His worry forgotten for the moment, he sank his hands into his lover's soft hair and sighed. For a brief moment, Vasilios's lips hardened against his and became pliant just as Nikandros's had.


  This time, he walked to the other side of the room to give himself a moment to think. Something was wrong, and if he didn't know better, he would have said that his lovers' lips had become as hard and cool as stone. But that wasn't possible. They were still warm bodies and were very much alive, the color still present in their skins. Besides, he hadn't become his mother. So what in Hades was happening?


  While he had worried and thought, Nikandros and Vasilios, in a bid to get his attention back to them, proceeded to kiss each other while slowly taking off their clothes. Soon, their garments lay strewn all around them, and they stepped away from their clothes garments.


  Nikandros gave Eleftherios a slow wink and began to run kisses all over Vasilios's body, paying extra attention to his sensitive nipples, which had Vasilios moaning. Eleftherios felt his cock harden as he watched Nikandros kneel and take Vasilios's cock in his mouth, pulling back to trace the head with his tongue before engulfing the entire length in his mouth again.


  Eleftherios felt the rate at which his heart was beating quicken at the sight as his eyes greedily took in the scene of Vasilios holding Nikandros's head and thrusting into a willing mouth.


  Just as Eleftherios made to move towards his lovers, they began to harden. Tanned skin turned grey, and pliant bodies hardened. In the blink of an eye, his living lovers became stone— their faces forever caught in an expression of pleasure.


  As his world came crashing down, his mother's words echoed in his head. He sank to his knees and let loose a scream of anger and pain. Mother, what have I done? What have I done?!


  ****


  His return to his home occurred with unseeing eyes. He did not know how he got home nor did he know the time that had passed. All he knew was that he placed one foot before the other, and soon he had gotten to Adelpha's rooms.


  The lamp still burned brightly. She turned to greet him. "Theris, what brings you home so soon? Your note said you would be with…" The words died off, eyes widening at the look she saw in his eyes.


  "What happened?"


  He felt numb and very cold, his words bereft of all emotions as he replied. "They turned to stone. Nikandros and Vasilios turned to stone right before my eyes."


  He heard her gasp. Adelpha braced herself against the wall, her breath whooshed out of her lungs, as she gazed at him in horror. He saw the terror in her eyes, not at the words he had spoken but at something she assumed would happen with his presence. It took a while for realization to come to him. "You are not stone."


  "Glad to see that your eyes are working as well as mine." Adelpha dryly responded as she finally took her seat, sighing as the tension left her body.


  Eleftherios watched her visibly relax. That did nothing, however, for his own agitated state. "If you are not stone, then it means that I do not have the curse of Mother on me. Why, then, have my lovers been turned to stone?"


  "Only the gods can answer that."


  "Damn, the gods. I tire of hearing about gods who have not cared for me. Why should they answer this question when they never answered when I called after Mother had been taken? Why should I believe that now they would answer me?"


  "Because you have no other choice," Adelpha said softly as she wrung her hands together, her eyes worriedly watching him.


  Eleftherios allowed some of the anger to drain away. Adelpha was right in reminding him that he had no choice. All that he could do now was concentrate on restoring Nikandros and Vasilios to normal, and he could only do that if he knew what had happened.


  He raised his eyes to his aunt, who nodded at his expression. She had always had the ability to know what he was thinking. "When it is first light, you must set sail to Delphi. Apollo will guide you to the way to free yourself from this and to free your lovers."


  "And what will happen to Nikandros and Vasilios until I return?"


  "We will go now to the healer and have him look at them. Galen is worthy of our trust, and he knows of your mother. He shall help to tell those who come to the house that Nikandros and Vasilios are not fit for company until you return. May the gods quicken your steps." Eleftherios felt the doubt creep in but shook it off. His aunt's suggestion was the only thing he could do. All he could hope for was that he would be able to break the curse.


  ****


  The day went by quickly while Eleftherios waited somewhat impatiently in the line. He had arrived at Delphi at dawn but had to wait his turn on the queue for those who wanted to speak with the Pythia. The world ruled by the gods was constantly in trouble, and it would seem that everyone had come to Delphi to receive words from Apollo himself. As he considered turning around and walking away from it all, his aunt's words echoed in his head and the sight of his frozen lovers swam in front of his eyes. Because of them, he was willing to wait.


  Finally, he was able to move forward. He kept his gaze forward unlike others with him who looked and pointed at the gold and jewels placed in houses that kings and those who commanded armies had left in gratitude to the gods, Apollo inclusive. That was not the reason why he had come, and the only thing that would fill him with any gratitude to the gods would be a favorable answer to his questions— answers that would return everything to the way it once was.


  He paid no attention to the exclamations over the words attributed to Apollo or the nods the people gave to the words they read on the walls. He had always known who he was and rarely allowed for excesses in his life. Apollo, if indeed he was the one who wrote the words, merely spoke of things that sense should have gifted to a man.


  The way led him upwards until he got to level ground. Before him were rows upon rows of columns, and beyond them, the doors to the temple.


  It was finally Eleftherios' turn. He entered through the large doors and they closed behind him. He glanced back, questions about how the door could have closed without someone touching it echoing through his head. Regardless, he shrugged and continued on his way. It was not his business how temple doors closed. He had other things with which to concern himself.


  All around the room were women who were tending fires. The warmth seeped into his body, and he closed his eyes as his senses were assaulted with the fragrance of the pine trees. He shook off the feeling of home that wanted to settle on him and moved down the steps, being careful to watch where he placed his feet lest he fall.


  As he got to his destination, he dusted his clothes and raised his head only to be met with the gold statue of Phoibos Apollon. Beside him lay the stone that proclaimed to all that Delphi was the centre of the world. Eleftherios knew that others that passed would have bowed in respect to the figures. He did neither as he walked passed them towards the adytum where he knew the Pythia, Apollo's Priestess, sat.


  He got to the boundary that had been set to prevent others from entering the inner sanctum, his eyes observed the maiden who sat upon a three-legged seat, and he spoke. "My lovers have been turned to stone. I come before the gods to ask how they can be restored."


  Eleftherios observed as the fumes rose, sliding into the Pythia's nose. Her eyes whitened, and her mouth went slack as the words poured out of her with a voice that was clearly not hers. "To break the curse, return to the source. Only she would have the answers."


  As Eleftherios observed the Pythia, who was now breathing normally whose eyes were restored, he considered the words. Just like he had expected, Apollo had not clarified things for him. His mother was dead, and unless he went to those who could help him speak to the dead, there was nothing he could do.


  He walked away, moving upwards, still lost in thoughts until he paused as he was about to take his next step. He felt the frustration course through him as he repeated the words of the Oracle to himself. The source of the curse was not his mother but the goddess who had been the one to place the curse in the first place. How in Hades was he supposed to plead with Athena to lift the curse when the thought of her made his blood boil?


  As Eleftherios walked out of the temple, his mind raced. It would take him about two days to get to Athens, and from there, he would have to deal with the goddess he had hoped he would never come in contact with.


  ****


  Eleftherios glanced behind him and barely suppressed a groan. It had been two days' walk from Delphi to Athens. His relief had been great when he had gotten to the base of Acropolis as he had thought that soon he would be at the Parthenon and would be able to enter Athena's temple.


  His eyes had, however, deceived him and were now working together with his aching thighs to send him illusions. The illusions made him assume that he would soon get to the top of the mountain, but a downward glance confirmed that he was close enough to the base of the mountain to hear all that happened about it.


  He reached a boulder and gratefully leaned against it, trying to catch his breath. Soon, he would continue with his journey, and was hopeful that before the sun fully made its appearance for the day, he would be safe and protected from the heat in the temple.


  He heard footfalls as someone kicked a stone and the sound of men swearing. He immediately picked himself up and flattened against the boulder. It was not uncommon to have robbers wander about in the area to search for victims.


  As six men appeared, Eleftherios noted that they did not have the tattered or hungry appearance that bandits in the area had been known to have. The few spoken words they uttered in Luwian confirmed that they were from Troy, but what were Trojans with shifty eyes that indicated they were looking for something or someone doing around Athena's temple?


  As the thought crossed his mind, he remembered something his aunt had told him about the Trojans taking maidens that were to be consecrated to Athena because of a crime that had been committed against their ancestor by the Locrians. The maidens would be captured and killed, and then their ashes would be scattered in the wind. He had ignored the narrative because he never could understand the reason why people always sought to punish those innocent of the offense for something their ancestor had done.


  However, it had never occurred to him that the Trojans would ever be determined enough to follow the maidens from Troy to Athens. They were obviously persistent in righting a wrong that they felt had been committed against them.


  Just as he had assumed, the Trojans settled into position, each of them behind a rock, neatly arranged, one after the other, with no two of them on the same line. By the time they were through, they had been spread almost up the hill. It was an effective way of ensuring that the people they were after would not be able to see them or be aware of their true number, no matter the area they were coming from— unless one were up the hill, like Eleftherios was.


  Just as they hid, two maidens wearing the white robes reserved for women that were to be dedicated to goddesses came into sight afar off. Their hair was still unshaven, making obvious their undedicated states. Gracefully, they walked towards the path that had been created on the mountain, saying nothing as they made their synchronized movements.


  Eleftherios felt his eyes narrow as he considered the options before him. A part of him asked why he should bother with matters that were none of his concern. He had lovers to save, and every moment that passed mattered. He also considered that the maidens were potential priestesses of a goddess that had never shown mercy to neither him nor his family. Another part of him felt the stirrings of pity for young women who had never done anything wrong except to have been born in a country that was feuding with another. That part wanted him to rush to their rescue and prevent their murders. The third voice in his head applauded his courage but warned him that he should not rush into saving the women. The situation called for caution so as not to result in his death and the deaths of those he wanted to save— including Nikandros and Vasilios.


  As he tried to settle on his options, he watched one of the men begin to inch slowly backward. Soon the man would be upon him, and he would be drawn into the situation, whether he wanted to be or not. He could not move from his present position as that would give him away. He had effectively become trapped.


  He looked around him; a part of his brain coolly detached as he ran through his choices. To attack with his fists was not wise due to their large number. He did not have a sword with him, so he could not take his chances in that way either.


  At the thought of a sword, he stopped. His hands stretched to the sash that belted his robes. He pulled out the jeweled knife Nikandros had given him the previous year while he had laughingly told him that they needed their Theris to always stay protected.


  His memory tried to draw him in and keep him stuck with thoughts of his lovers and how he might never see them again if he did anything wrong, how he would never hear Nikandros's light laugh when something amused him, the way his lips curved just right and his eyes softened, or the way Vasilios bent his head and smiled whenever Eleftherios had his hands buried in his soft, beautiful hair.


  Eleftherios shook his head to dispel the wonderings. To allow thoughts of his lovers to invade his head during the situation he was in at the moment might be the right choice, but only if he wanted to take the easy way out. But, he had two young women to rescue. Hopefully, he would live long enough to have Athena reverse the curse or at least release Nikandros and Vasilios. He needed his full concentration, however, to do that.


  Finally, the other man had climbed high enough up the hill, and his back rested against the stone before the boulder Eleftherios had hidden behind. Eleftherios crept slowly forward, keeping an eye on the stones that littered the way and that might give him away. He leaned over the stone, placed his hand over the man's mouth and slit the throat. Still creeping forward, he laid the man down carefully so that anyone who glanced up the hill would not see him.


  With that done, Eleftherios continued his descent, steadily working his way through the men as he went. He had a bit of problem with the third man who had obviously eaten more food than his colleagues. His hands barely covered the man's mouth, and when he had to place him down, Eleftherios was certain that he almost pulled a muscle. A terrible thing when you made your living slaving away as a blacksmith.


  Soon, there was only one of the original six remaining. The last man kept glancing about him although he did not rise. Eleftherios flattened himself against the ground and slowly crawled. The stones bit into his skin, and he knew his robes were becoming even more tattered. His teeth held onto the knife, and he could feel the burn that came from the stretch of his lips trying to accommodate the blade.


  He tossed a stone down the mountain, drawing the man's attention to the sound. Immediately the man turned around. Eleftherios rose; his knife drawn. Before the Trojan could draw a breath— probably hoping to call out to his brothers— Eleftherios sunk the dagger into the man's heart. He watched dispassionately as the man's eyes dimmed. To give mercy to one who had hoped to commit a crime upon innocent women was a waste.


  He pulled out a tuft of grass and cleaned his blade. He would spend more time cleaning it properly when he had the opportunity after he returned home. There was no way he was allowing the blade to dull.


  With that done, he smiled. The maidens were still some distance away from the mountain. They would continue on their way, not knowing with what they had nearly come in contact; however, that would only happen if they didn't see the bodies of the men who would have attacked them.


  Eleftherios immediately set about dragging the men, one at a time, far away from the path. It wouldn't do for visitors to the temple to be greeted with the sight of death immediately after they reached the mountain.


  ****


  As he walked up the Propylaea, Eleftherios allowed his eyes to look at the walkway. It could easily fit two or three chariots. He held back a snort. The Propylaea at the moment was only being used by himself. It would seem like everyone was already in the temple. At that, he quickened his steps. He needed to hurry. He had hoped that he was not going to spend the whole day waiting in line like he had done in Delphi.


  Eleftherios walked up the stairs, through the columns and into the courtyard. He gaped, amazed at the sight. Before him was the Promakhos that he had only heard of and had never seen. Athena's statue, made from bronze, towered before him, higher than even the temple itself. In her right hand, she held a statue of Nike, her shield rested against her leg, and her left arm held her spear. He was tempted to place his hand against his forehead and squint so that he could get a better look at the image that represented to all of Athens the role of Athena as the protector, but he remembered why he had travelled so far from home. Athena had not protected him when it mattered. The statue should mean nothing to him. Of course, as a blacksmith, he had to admire the effort and time Phidias must have given to the sculpture.


  He moved to the right and walked towards the covered columns before him. The directions his aunt had given him echoed in his head. As he descended the stairs, in front of him stood the Parthenon with the depiction of the battle of the Centaurs and the Lapiths carved upon the panel that housed the ceiling of the building. He had finally attained his destination. The place was as empty as the courtyard he had just left.


  Slowly, he walked up the steps, surrounded by the stately columns of the temple. The fires in the temple burned brightly, illuminating the brilliant statue of Athena Parthenos— Athena, the virgin— that stood before him. The image had been crafted from ivory and gold and had silver threading through it. He felt the rage build up, beating against his head. His breath released in soft gasps, and his hands tightened and relaxed. He could feel the scream threatening to breach his lips; his muscles bunched as his eyes darted around searching for something to hit. The image of his mother's head had been worked into Athena's breastplate in brilliant ivory, and as he stared at the image, buzzing sounds echoed in his ears.


  "Do you hate me, Eleftherios?"


  He turned around to stare at the goddess. Her grey eyes bore into him like she could see his soul. She probably could if she wanted.


  "You esteem me higher than I deserve, Eleftherios. I am sorry to disappoint you, but I cannot see into your soul. The only one that can do that would be Hades."


  "But you can read my mind."


  "What kind of a goddess would I be if I cannot hear your thoughts?"


  "If so, why then do you ask me if I hate you? You should already know the answer to that."


  He got a smile that lit up the goddess's stern features. "Clever. And you are right. I know the answer already. I just want you to say it. Indulge a goddess."


  "I hate the decision you made. I hate the fact that you punished my mother without thinking of how it would affect her family. I hate seeing my lovers cursed because of me. But no, I do not hate you, Athena." He saw her smile widen and hastily added, "It doesn't mean that I like you though. I can't stand you or any of the gods for that matter."


  He expected the goddess to glower or leave him be. What he received was her laughter as the sun lit the helmet she held in her hands. "Honest and fearless. I do like that in a mortal."


  She motioned with her hands, and together they walked out of the Parthenon, descending the stairs and walking through the columns that separated the temple from the courtyard. "Your mother acted without thought. She let her emotions rule her actions and blindly made a decision that showed she lacked consideration for another, whether human or god, and she paid for it. I do not apologize for that."


  They had gotten to the Promakhos, and Athena gazed up at it, saying nothing for some moments. "Adelpha has been a better mother to you and your brothers, and she has made sure that none of you would ever regret being in her care. Or has she not treated you well, Eleftherios?"


  He shook his head immediately. Adelpha had been a mother to them all. To deny her now would be an injustice.


  Athena smiled and nodded with a grave look on her face as she tapped her chin with one finger. "Your mother finally learnt her lesson; although, I fear it came very late for her. You, on the other hand, are not as stubborn as Medusa. Come to think of it, you are the least stubborn of her sons."


  Eleftherios shrugged. Metrophanes was like their mother in so many ways that it filled him with terror sometimes. As for Zosimos, he never settled long enough to listen to anything Eleftherios had to say. So set was he in things that concerned only him and travelling the world. But, each of them was his own person, and he would not consider changing them for any reason in the world.


  "Neither would I, but your brothers remind me of the blades you forge so well. They need the extra beating to turn out better tempered."


  Eleftherios considered telling her to leave his brothers alone. They didn't need any help from her, but he changed his mind. It wouldn't be like it helped matters considering the smile on Athena's face. She had heard his thoughts again.


  "Your curse has been lifted. Your lovers await."


  Eleftherios eyed Athena suspiciously. That was strangely easier than he had expected, especially considering that he had not yet asked her to remove the curse.


  "Please do not take my words as a sign of ingratitude, but what made you decide to suddenly remove the curse, especially when my mother died with it still upon her?"


  "Medusa learnt her lesson when it was too late. You proved that you do not need to be taught such a lesson, hence, the removal."


  "And when did I show you that I did not need such a lesson?"


  "When you were on the mountain, of course. It takes cool intellect to make a decision like that and not rush through it, especially when one is faced with a grave matter like life and death."


  "I do not understand," Eleftherios said with a shake of his head. Would the gods ever speak plainly? It seemed like they delighted in giving vague responses. Maybe they received training from older gods in the ways of frustrating man.


  Athena laughed. "There is some element of truth in that." Her voice grew serious as she turned to fully look Eleftherios in his eyes. "It takes a tremendous amount of control to make a decision logically when blood is pumping through your body, whether you are in heat or you are in danger. You handled the situation well and were not carried away by your emotions nor did you let them make the decision for you. All this you did while considering others. Your mother, unfortunately never did that." She sighed a little, her eyes leaving his to stare into the distance for a while. "Poseidon used her to further the disagreement we have, a dispute that arose over which god would reign supreme over Athens. I won, and Poseidon has neither forgotten nor accepted that."


  "If that be the case, why punish my mother alone since they were two caught in the act? She had only come to your temple to seek your face. Why did you not punish the god who had seduced her, 'til she lost her senses?"


  "I do not have the power to punish a god. Only the king of the gods can make that judgment. What was in my power was to punish the mortal that had let emotion prevail over reason and desecrated my temple."


  Athena returned her eyes to his face and held her helmet closer to her body. "Hurry along, Eleftherios. Your lovers are waiting, and I have other people to teach."


  "Before you leave, a question."Athena turned to look at him, a half-smile already waiting on her face. "Why didn't I turn to stone all who looked upon me? Why only my lovers?"


  "Silly, Eleftherios. Because of the reasons I already told you, of course. You are not your mother. So, you cannot be cursed the same way she was. Send my greetings to your aunt," Athena called out.


  One minute she was there, and the next, she was gone. Eleftherios blinked hard, his head raised to the image of the bronze Athena. He felt his lips widen and turned around to start his journey home. If he were to believe the words of a goddess, his lovers waited for him.


  ****


  Eleftherios's hands shook as he pushed open the door; his nerves were strung with anticipation. His mind had shuffled between delight and fear on the journey back home. He hoped that Athena would keep her word and Nikandros and Vasilios would be back to normal, and he worried that it would turn out that she had merely said what she felt he wanted to hear. His thoughts had then swung to what would happen if truly, they had been restored. Would they accept him with open arms or would they turn him away after they learned what he had inadvertently caused?


  By the time he had gotten back to Lucania, his palms had become sweaty, and his mouth had dried. His heart raced as he entered the house, eyes opened wide in anticipation and a prayer on his lips.


  He moved into the poorly lit room and froze in his tracks. Nikandros and Vasilios still remained in the same position they had been before he had left for Delphi. Nikandros's lips were wrapped around Vasilios's cock and the two remained unmoving.


  Eleftherios felt his legs weaken, and he began to sink into the floor— until a voice stopped him.


  "You need to learn to look deeper love. I can't believe you do not know when we are merely playing with you."


  As his mind tried to understand why he was hearing, a voice he had begun to resign himself to never hearing again, he felt warm arms wrap around him and pull him up.


  His eyes sought brown eyes and a mouth that smiled at him. Beside Nikandros was Vasilios with his green eyes looking questioningly at him. Eleftherios felt the air leave his chest with a whoosh. "You both are alive. You are whole?" He ran shaky hands over their bodies, leaning against them when he felt warm bodies.


  Those warm bodies rubbed against him with erections that weren't hidden by clothes. "You cannot tell me the two of you want to fuck right now?"


  "Actually we don't," Nikandros replied with a shrug, exchanging a look with Vasilios.


  "We want to make love to you. And as we worship every inch of your gorgeous body, we will thank the gods that we have been given another chance to do so," Vasilios whispered into his ear, blowing into the ear and sliding in a quick, wet tongue.


  Eleftherios shuddered and released a moan, his hands clutching onto Nikandros's shoulders. He leaned back to give Vasilios more access to his ear, and Nikandros took the opportunity to suck on his neck, sliding fingers into the gaping hole Eleftherios's robes had provided.


  Soon, impatient hands had pushed off his clothes, and Nikandros and Vasilios were maneuvering him out of the room. Their private rooms were, fortunately enough, only a door away, and Eleftherios heard Nikandros kick the door opened whilst walking backward. He opened his mouth to comment on the skill when Nikandros slid his tongue into it, stroking against his tongue, while continuing to pull Eleftherios forward by his arms.


  He felt Nikandros stop and walk around him until both Nikandros and Vasilios stood before him. The two of them grinned, and Vasilios reached for the jar of fragrant oil. Eleftherios felt the impatience thrum as he waited, staring at the two men who only returned the look with bright eyes.


  Vasilios exchanged positions with Nikandros, handed the other man the jar of oil, and leaned forward to place a kiss on Eleftherios's lips. Eleftherios opened his mouth, his arms winding around Vasilios's neck as he welcomed the cool taste and hot stroke of Vasilios's tongue. Gods, he missed this. To think that he had come so close to losing these two men who meant everything to him caused Eleftherios to shiver internally.


  As he kissed Vasilios, Nikandros moved between their bodies, placing his hands on Eleftherios's torso as he slid down until he had reached his cock. Oily fingers wrapped around his length and Eleftherios groaned, thrusting lightly into the hand.


  His mind divided between returning Vasilios's kisses, sliding his tongue against the intrusive tongue, and thrusting into the hollow that Nikandros had created with his hand. He did not notice when fingers began to creep towards his ass until Nikandros gently pushed one finger into his now aching hole.


  He pulled his mouth away from Vasilios to let out a moan. His senses were assaulted from all sides as he again leaned forward to continue kissing Vasilios. Nikandros, clearly not minding the tangle all three bodies were becoming, continued to work Eleftherios's cock with his fist, rubbing a thumb over the sensitive tip. Eleftherios shuddered, and Nikandros took advantage of the distraction by sliding another finger into Eleftherios's ass. Nikandros's fingers twisted, turned and scissored to properly stretch Eleftherios's hole. Just as he considered telling Nikandros to fuck him already, a third finger slipped in. He felt a slight burn, but soon the pressure gave way as Nikandros continued to stretch him fully.


  Eleftherios finally reached his limit, and as he opened his mouth to scream, Nikandros rose from his kneeling position on the floor and pushed him and Vasilios apart. His lovers turned Eleftherios so that his hands held two posts of the bed, his legs wide apart, and Vasilios moved to kneel between his open legs.


  Nikandros took firm hold of Eleftherios's hips and slide his cock into his lover's ass slowly, stopping intermittently to allow him time to adjust to the intrusion. Soon he felt Nikandros's balls brush his ass, and at his nod, Nikandros pulled back and slammed in, setting a fast pace.


  As his lover pummeled his ass, Eleftherios hung on to the post. Beneath him, Vasilios's mouth latched on to his dangling cock, and his hands rubbed and squeezed his balls gently.


  Eleftherios closed his eyes and embraced the simulation. Just as he felt his balls begin to tighten and his muscles begin to bunch, a particularly hard thrust propelled him forward, and Vasilios's teeth nicked the tip of his cock lightly. He screamed as he emptied down a willing throat. Nikandros thrust through Eleftherios's orgasm only to have his own triggered. Shuddering, he gripped his lover's forearms tightly. Eleftherios soon felt the warm sensation of Nikandros's seed sliding down his thighs.


  Fingers loosed their crushing hold on the posts, and Eleftherios almost slid to the floor. Vasilios caught him in time, nuzzled his hair and drew him onto the bed. He lay cuddled between his lovers and smiled until a thought occurred to him and he tried sitting up only to be pushed back down by Nikandros and Vasilios.


  "But, Vasilios, you haven't come yet. It's not right that Nikandros and I have and you haven't."


  He felt, rather than saw, Vasilios smile against his head. "What do you think we have been doing for the last couple of days while we waited for you to return? Our conversation with your aunt did not last that long."


  "So, she told you everything?"The two of them nodded. Eleftherios bit his lips and asked, "And you don't hate me?"


  Nikandros lifted his head to place his chin on his palm as he looked down at Eleftherios. "And why should we? You can hardly be blamed that Medusa is your mother. And you immediately set out to correct things when you realized what had happened. What part of all that would lead to us hating you?"


  Eleftherios rolled over to look at Vasilios, who also had the same questioning look in his eyes and the same half smile. "Now, tell us all that happened, and do not leave anything out."


  As he narrated his journey to the men who had come to mean the world to him, Eleftherios felt at peace. He had come close to having his world crash around him and had still survived, releasing himself from the curse that would have made the rest of his life hell. It was something worth smiling over and celebrating. He was once again home where he belonged.


  Things were right in his world.


  


  THE END
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  BETWEEN YOU AND ME


  by Alex Mar
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  A black and white picture of two young men on a sunny day, the background of a park or field is faded. They have their tops off, displaying chiseled bodies. One has short hair and he's passing the ball to the other who is facing the viewer, long hair is obscuring his face. There's a sense of intimacy in the lack of aggression while passing the ball, suggesting friendship or something deeper.
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  Dear Author,


  This was supposed to be a quick game of football but somehow it turned into something more. One minute I'm passing him the ball, the next I'm kissing his shoulder. He's my twin brother! And I did it in front of all the guys!


  What do I do now? We've always been close but never THIS close. He's so tense, a second away from punching me in the face and all the guys are staring at us. I just want to stake my claim on him but I can't so WHAT DO I DO?!


  *I'd like for the one who is going to kiss the other's shoulder to be gay, while the one with floppy hair is straight. No girlfriends. Angst, banter and conversations would be awesome. I want to know these boys before, during and after they make a relationship. But I also want it to be hot! These boys are twins which means they both have huge, thick cocks. Make them use them!


  Sincerely,


  Huge-Cock-Lover
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  BETWEEN YOU AND ME


  by Alex Mar


  It's when the music changes from a hard pounding rhythm of drums and electric guitars to something soothing that Jace Winters finally takes a step back from the wall where the enormous canvas hangs. The first piano notes, feathery light, feel good after the last twenty or so minutes of rock that had accompanied the slide of paint, only allowing himself a moment for each pause to take stock before diving back in.


  He isn't done yet, but at least it's progress— more progress than he'd made in the last three days.


  Plucking an ear bud out, he takes another couple steps back and lifts his arm, wiping at the stiff feel of dried paint on his cheekbone. The back of his neck is sticky from the uncomfortable heat that's been with them all week, and his hair has escaped the low ponytail. He can feel wisps of it clinging to the sides of his neck and scratches absently at the skin there. His T-shirt is an oversized thing that had originally been white. It now has a faint pink tinge to it under all the other blotches of dirt and pale smudges of blue paint. It clings to his upper back and his hips, the material damp. He's been in the garage all afternoon and inside, it feels like a sauna, like the garage is absorbing the heat.


  The walls of his throat feel tight and dry, like if he swallows too hard it's going to crack all the way down. It hadn't even occurred to him to go get more water after he'd finished the bottle he kept in the mini fridge for when he holed up here for hours at a time.


  "Finished?"


  His heart tries to hammer its way out of his chest, but Jace manages to keep from jumping a foot in the air, instead turning to glare over his shoulder.


  He really hadn't been with it if he hadn't even realized someone else snuck in.


  It doesn't surprise him to find his brother waving at him from across the garage.


  By the grin that spreads over Cameron's face, he knows it too and is probably patting himself on the back over this one. He's leaning back against their stepdad's— Phil's— car and, he looks comfortable enough that Jace knows he's probably been standing there for a while, waiting for the moment to scare the shit out of him.


  "Dick," Jace mutters. He sets his palette down, the newspaper under his feet shuffling and scrunching as he drops to his haunches to plunk his paint brush in the jar of water that's turned a sooty green grey. Nothing he can do about his hands though. Streaks of paint coat his palms and stain the tips of his fingers as if he'd dipped them in a jar of ink. It's under his blunt nails, caked and drying.


  He leaves the brush in the jar and stands back up, still glaring at Cam as he tugs the iPod from where it's clipped to his pocket and switches it off, slinging the earphones over his neck.


  Cam holds up a can of Coke and waves it at him, looking too smug for Jace's liking. He wonders if his own face makes that exact expression, the kind that makes people want to cuff someone around the back of the head.


  Probably not. For twins, they don't share many habits, but the similarities that do exist between them border on eerie. Some people find it hard to tell them apart if they haven't seen them in a while.


  "There are rules you know," he says, walking over to grab the Coke from Cam's hand. The aluminium is cool against the palm of his hand, leaving a trace of dampness from the condensation. He pops it open and moves to Cam's side, leaning up against the car too and taking a swig.


  Cam shrugs, tucking his hands into the pockets of his jeans and looking across at the canvas, eyes narrowing a little like he's about to try and figure it out. "You never used to have a problem with me bursting in before."


  The fizz of the Coke spreads over his tongue, cool and almost a bit too much but Jace gulps it down, finds it easy to ignore the hint of underlying challenge in that statement.


  It's there in the side glance, a squint of fox-shaped eyes so like Jace's own except that Cam's always change, the color shifting as if to fit with the seasons. Right now, the bottle-green gaze is hooded as he stares at Jace, not even attempting to downplay the dig.


  It's something that Jace has gotten used to. Whereas before he would've been right up in Cam's face, demanding that he just say whatever it was he wanted to, now things are different.


  So Jace turns away, lips quirking up in a smirk that feels tense in the way it stretches his lips. "Fucks with my Zen." And it does.


  The comment helps, building tension deflating a little before it could get a good grip. But it stays. It's there in how close Cam is and it spikes when Cam plants a hand on his shoulder, gripping tightly, fingers digging in before Cam shoves him away with a snort.


  "So?" Jace prompts, when he resettles.


  "Guys are coming over later, couple of beers; game's on— play a little ball. You gonna be there?" He looks around, frowning, hand rubbing through his hair and leaving it sticking up. The habit always leaves him looking like a disgruntled hedgehog or something. "You've been holed up here all day. You still stuck or something?"


  Jace shakes his head. "Nah," he eyes the canvas again, "not gonna get much else done on it today. I'll come up. Need to clean up first."


  "Need help?"


  Jace takes his iPod back out, pulls the ear buds from around his neck and hands the rest of the Coke back to his brother. "No. I'm good."


  Cam nods, eyes dropping down to the can now in his hand. He stays there for a moment as Jace walks back to his scattered tools. Then he looks up, arching a brow at him in a message for Jace to get a move on and takes a mouthful of the drink.


  Jace rolls his eyes at him and starts cleaning up. He ignores the sharp twist in his stomach at the thought of Cam's mouth resting over the spot where Jace's had been, aluminum still warm and slick from Jace's lips on it.


  He turns the music back on and by the time he's done, the place where Cam had been standing is empty.


  Jace sighs, plants himself down and tilts his head side to side, rolling his shoulders, trying to release the tension that had settled there. It doesn't quite work.


  He wants something stronger than a Coke.


  ****


  They used to be close, tighter than anything. But things change— and no one can say that things hadn't changed for the worse when he and Cameron had been called to the principal's office and found their stepdad sitting there, eyes a little wide and glazed, fingers bone white and clasped around each other.


  A car accident. Not uncommon. Their mother had veered off the road to miss a drunken driver who swept into her lane. She'd been on her way back from a conference. She hit a tree and by the time the ambulance had gotten there, all there had been was a car wrapped around the thick trunk and their mother had been gone.


  It should've made them closer. It did. For Jace though, things shifted, his emotions becoming a little skewed and distorted. He's still not sure when he realized, that every time Cam took a step away the feelings of anxiety changed to possessiveness, at times, jealousy even. The weight of it heavy on his chest, threatening to collapse muscle and bone under its crushing weight. Then Cameron smiled at him one day, nothing out of the ordinary. But Jace looked.


  It'd sent him into a panic and even now he can't get rid of the queasy feeling in the pit of his stomach whenever Cameron gets too close. Because it hadn't gone away, it'd just gotten worse.


  Jace wipes his hand down the mirror, hand coming away damp and leaving little rivulets of water running down its surface. The steam in the bathroom filled the gap of clear mirror again, giving him a fuzzy reflection of his face. His eyes are an eerie copy of Cameron's. Just as sharp, the color made a honeyed green from the harsh light of the bathroom. He brushes his hair back from his face, tugging the wet strands back and tying it up, the strands falling to brush against the skin of his nape.


  They have the same strong bones, face angular. His mouth, though, that's a bit different. He lifts his hand, rubs his index finger along the line of his bottom lip. It's wider, lips not as full as Cameron's. His top lip though, like Cameron's, almost looks like it's been delineated. He remembers a boyfriend tracing it with his finger over and over one time, saying that it looked like it'd been drawn on. Jace thinks it's a good way to put it every time he looks at Cam.


  He drops his hand and looks away from the mirror, shaking his head.


  The bathroom is warm, too warm. Doesn't matter how hot it is already, he likes it hot enough that he's still feeling it when he steps out of the shower. He grabs up the T-shirt he's left on the towel rack, pulling it over his head and heading for the door, still barefoot.


  When he opens the door the air is a touch cooler against his face and the back of his neck and he ducks his head into it, turning the light off and pulling the door closed behind him.


  The noise reaches him in no time and he scoffs a little, shaking his head.


  So much for thinking it was just a couple of the guys coming over. The music alone has the walls shaking with it and whatever it is, it's more of a party than anything else.


  Phil's going to kill them.


  By the time he walks into the kitchen, there are cheers and claps on the back that are a little harder than necessary and have him grunting to keep from coughing up a lung or something. He can smell the pizza and the beer, all contained despite the fact that someone's left the door into the backyard open.


  Cameron, who has hitched himself up onto the counter, has a beer in his hand and one open box of pizza at his side.


  When he spots Jace trying to get past all the arms half attempting to choke him in greeting, a smile steals over his face, full lips offering a smile that's almost childlike in its glee.


  "Took your time," Cam has to raise his voice over the noise in order to be heard.


  Jace shrugs. "Cleaned up a bit," he says, gesturing to his wet hair and clean T-shirt. "You didn't say it was a party though– you know Phil's gonna have a fit over this."


  At that, Cam looks sheepish and lets out a quiet laugh that's swallowed up by everything else. It makes Jace wish he was on the other side of that island, pressed up close so he could hear the sound of it. They don't have many of these moments anymore.


  The thought puts a good dent on his lighthearted mood and Jace looks away from his brother's face, notices that smile fade out of the corner of his eye. But then Jace remembers that in a month or so, they won't have as many opportunities to hang out and he'll miss this. Even if he doesn't let himself have this, he'll miss it. He already does anyway. Every time he says no, turns his brother away, it leaves a bitter taste in his mouth and a tight fist in his chest, squeezing around his heart a little too tight and leaving him off kilter.


  But before he can say anything else, a hard arm wraps around his neck and someone else attempts to shout his ear off. "Jace! Man, you playing football with us?" Seth. Little shit's been hanging out with him and Cam since they were in kindergarten, though the bastard's probably bigger than both Cam and Jace put together.


  Straining to keep his chin above the beefy forearm strapped around his neck, Jace grits his teeth. "I can't play if you snap my neck off," he grits out, digging his elbow back and getting a nice jab in. Seth's arm loosens enough that he can duck under it and turn to glare at him.


  Seth's got a broad hand spread over his midriff and is giving him a pained grin that gives his scary face a pathetic puppy look. It makes Jace snort out a laugh. The amusement is short lived because Cam has squeezed through everyone else in the kitchen and wraps an arm around Jace's shoulders, grinning right alongside him.


  "Been a while since you played with us," he says, body heavy against Jace's side.


  Seth's smiling now too. "Yeah— always locked up in that place of yours, when are you gonna show us your stuff anyway? Never seen anything. You trying to hide how shitty you are?"


  Jace tries to ignore the sudden dryness of his mouth. The heat of Cam's body bleeds through the thin T-shirt he'd donned after his shower and warms up his side like nothing else. He has to fight to keep his arm in place, shoves his hand into his pocket when his fingers itch to go around his brother's waist instead, draw him in closer.


  Instead he flips Seth off and huffs out an exaggerated sigh.


  "Yeah, yeah. I'll play. Don't be an ass about it."


  Beside him, Cam drops his head and his hand closes around Jace's shoulder, squeezes as a small smile curls the corner of his lips. He doesn't say anything though, just takes a gulp of the beer in his hand and then lets go to pat Jace on the back.


  ****


  The heat is a sticky thing on his skin, clinging and unshakeable. Whereas the sky had only been cloudy earlier on, now the clouds are a bloated, dense grey, clustered together in a blanket blotting out sunlight. Still, the stifling heat remains and the wind that's picked up is a warm lick against his skin that does nothing to dry the sweat running down Jace's back and arms. His face feels tacky with it and his shirt has long since fallen from the back pocket he'd tucked its edges into. Jace braces his hands on his knees, bent over and panting from that last run. He can smell it— that fresh earth smell staining the air, warning of oncoming rain.


  His arms ache and so do his upper thighs, like the muscles have been stretched thin and when still, snap back into place, taut and harder than before. Out of all the guys he's probably the one feeling it the most, but as he glances around as everyone gets back into position for the last play, he sees they're all feeling it. Like always, the game always gets a little too serious, a bunch of stubborn ass guys unable to back down and take a loss.


  Out of the corner of his eye, he catches Cam moving back into the line of scrimmage, pulling his arm across his chest and stretching it as he goes. He's lost his shirt too. Jace's eyes drop to the taut muscles on display, the flex of tight abs and the way the jeans fall a little too low and leave Cam's hipbones on display. He has a mole there. Right on the curve of it, and Jace's eyes fix on it and the sheen of sweat on Cam's skin.


  He drops his head back down, licking his mouth and ignoring the shiver that threatens to slide down his back. He closes his eyes.


  "You all right, Jace? Surprised you're still standing man, thought you would've lost your touch!"


  That's Seth— thank God for Seth's pain in the ass comments— pulling him out of the danger zone his thoughts were heading towards. Jace looks back up with a glare.


  "Do you ever shut up?"


  Except Cam's stopping, ball braced against his damn hip and blocking out the mole there, long fingers curved around the ball. His shoulders shake with laughter; his head is down and hiding his smile.


  "Stop baiting him, Seth, or you're gonna get a ball in the face. Quick temper, remember?" Cam says, still laughing.


  Above them, faraway thunder rolls through the sky, and he feels it in the earth beneath his feet. Time to wrap this up. "Yeah, yeah, whatever. Let's just finish this before we end up drenched." He looks up at Cam as everyone else nods and shakes loose before settling into position once more, and for a second he forgets about getting things moving.


  Cam's looking right at him.


  The laugh that had been there only a few seconds ago is gone, and there's an unexpected blankness to his face. His eyes though, the bottle green gone, replaced by an earthier shade bordering on hazel, and Jace feels the weight of it settle heavy on his chest. It's a look too serious to belong on Cam's face and out of place in the middle of their game. Jace has no clue what it means.


  Jace's palms are damp and sweat runs along the line of his spine, tickling his skin and the sky rumbles overhead again.


  That's when the first drops start falling, stark cold against heated skin that has him blinking away and breaking eye contact.


  Cam calls out. "Set! Hut!"


  Then dirt is kicking up as feet break into a run, voices rising high and shouting out demands and reminders of support in short, sharp staccato.


  He has a split second to snap out of it, to push that look from his mind. Cam stays shielded by the offensive line. Jace barely notes the soreness on his right shoulder from when he'd hit the ground hard earlier on. He'll feel that one later.


  Another rumble overhead and it's like the fucking sky opens up.


  Someone's swearing and Jace is feeling the burn in his thighs, in his calves, breath beating out of him.


  Jace goes for it. It happens fast. Ro blocks— big guy, mean looking guard— and it's like hitting a damn wall. He gets through, his attention to Cam. Rain comes into his eyes and he's got time to notice the others at his side. Cam's arm lifts, body shifting for the throw.


  He grunts as they hit the ground, grits his teeth together as his elbows scrape against the ground, forearms scratched to shit where the brunt of Cam's weight has fallen.


  Cam's under him, forehead and tightened fists on the ground, a groan deep in his chest. Jace feels the vibration of it against his cheek where his head is resting between Cam's shoulder blades.


  He's too close. Too close.


  But his arms are still locked around his twin brother and being close is good.


  "Jace, move, man. You just gonna stay there?" But there's a smile in Cam's voice, and he's lifted his head up off the ground. "Well, look at that. We won," he laughs and Jace feels that too. Their skin is slick and the laugh slides them together, and they're plastered together, chest to back, Cam's ass snug against him, firm and shifting against him. Jace shudders.


  Cam grunts, managing to get enough leverage to dig his elbow back into Jace, the jab pointy and painful against his chest.


  Jace can hear the guys cheering, can hear the groans too as the ribbing gets under way. But Cam's hair is plastered to his head from the rain falling fast but soft everywhere. He sees it, beading on Cam's smooth skin, crystal like where it catches on the smaller hairs at Cam's nape. They're running along the dip of his spine. Cam has another mole right there, on the curve of his right shoulder. Jace wonders briefly if he has one too.


  God his throat is so fucking dry and Cam feels incredible– his skin all smooth and golden under the rain. And just this once. Just this once.


  "Jace?"


  He licks his lips. His heart is pounding so hard in his chest, and he thinks that Cam can probably feel it on his back.


  "Jace? Hey, did you hurt yourself or something?" Cam nudges him again, this time not so hard, trying to turn his head to check. "Ja—"


  Despite the cold rain, Cam's shoulder is warm under his lips. Jace shudders at the contact, leaves his mouth soft and slack, the rain slipping in to touch his tongue, Cam's skin taut over hard bone and muscle. He feels the slight rise of the mole against the corner of his mouth. His eyes close as he rubs his lips over it, wanting to memorize the velvety feel of it on his lips.


  Shit. It's Cam.


  Then the world spins for a bit and he throws his arms out, trying to catch his balance, but his head hits the ground and leaves him stunned for a second, blinking rain out of his eyes and staring up at the sky, the drops soft on his face. It hurts his eyes a little. His heart feels like it's trying to beat through his ribcage and then he focuses again, the sound of the rain rushing back.


  Cam's standing over him, front of his jeans completely soaked. His hands are fisted tight, knuckles so white. He's staring down at him, eyes wide and chest heaving, breaths quick and shallow, almost like a rabbit that's been cornered.


  Jace goes cold.


  He sits up fast, and feels the queasy weight of what he's just done settle in his stomach. His throat tightens and he swallows reflexively, eyes on the ground.


  Everything's quiet. He can't seem to focus on anything outside the small space between him and Cameron.


  Had the guys seen?


  He shoves his hair back from his face, hadn't realized the strands had escaped the hair tie to plaster themselves against his cheek with the help of the rain.


  He can't look up. In his mind's eye, he sees Cam's clenched fists.


  He waits for it. He thinks he might throw up afterward.


  "Jace, Cam! Come on! Why you guys still sitting there like a bunch of pussies?"


  Seth's voice crashes in.


  So they hadn't seen.


  There's no relief though, if anything, it's like something twists in his stomach, and he has to swallow again. Maybe he's going to throw up anyway.


  Pressing the back of his hand to his mouth, Jace pushes to his feet.


  Without looking back at Cam, he follows the trail of muddy foot prints and ignores the shake of his knees. As he walks, he waits for it, expects it.


  The punch never comes.


  ****


  His hand doesn't shake as he raises the glass to his mouth. He gulps it down.


  His skin is cold from the rain though he'd dried off some since getting back. He'd forgotten to look for his T-shirt.


  The kitchen is a mess of pizza boxes on the table, empty beer cans lined up on the window sill and glasses left all over the counter. At least nothing's broken, and it looks like an easy clean up.


  He finishes the water, stares at the cup still in his hand. The sound of the rain drowns out the tick, tick of the clock hanging above the door. He thinks that maybe he should've turned off the light. The sky is too dark and the light is a submerged thing, coming in through the blinds on the kitchen window. It leaves a diagonal pattern across his chest and the far away wall of the kitchen. He looks down at it and thinks that there's almost an underwater feel to it.


  The front door shuts, the sound of talking gone and sealed off now. The sound of car doors slamming closed and the engines starting up is muted through the closed front door and the rooms in between.


  Jace can't really hear Cam's footsteps, but he knows it when Cam enters the kitchen. He hears the uneven intake of breath from where Cam stays at the entrance.


  He can see his reflection on the glass, his face distorted by the roundness of it. There's a tiny bit of water still left at the bottom.


  Carefully, he sets it down in the sink.


  "Is everyone gone?" he asks. His voice, like his hand, comes out surprisingly steady, if a little low. He reaches up and twists his hair. Somewhere along the way he'd lost his hair band too and although it's got a nice length to it, it's still a little tough to twist it up into a knot without something to hold it there. He manages though and then pushes away from the sink.


  He doesn't look in Cam's direction as he moves to the table and starts to collect the pizza boxes.


  For a while, all that accompanies his clean-up is the sound of the rain outside, a soft thing at odds with the ill feeling in the pit of his stomach. The room feels like a completely different place. There's a pressure on his temples and his ears feel like they're about to pop. He moves the chairs, tucks them back in and the scrape of the legs on the tiled floor feels as if it's coming from a long way away. But when Cam finally speaks, it all snaps back into place.


  "What was that?"


  Cam's voice is whip sharp and hard, like it's containing all that aggression Jace had seen out in the park, all of it compressed under fisted hands and white knuckles.


  There's no one to see and question it now, though.


  He wants to move out of there, feels cornered, his skin too tight and cold, hyperaware of the slightest shift of air against him. He can smell rain and sweat and he doesn't know if it's him or Cam.


  The rain starts hitting the window a little harder.


  Jace wets his lips and carries his stack of pizza boxes over to the counter. He starts in on the glasses, focusing on the clink of glass meeting glass. "What?"


  There's a stillness there, and Jace doesn't know what to do with this. This was never a scenario he planned for. This was never meant to have happened, and now he's fucked it all up. Shit. Shit.


  He carries the glasses to the sink too, keeping his back to Cam. "You should go and get cleaned up, you might catch something," he says instead. He doesn't know what else to do except carry on as he would otherwise. Even though it's not the same. Everything is strained; every calm gesture as he puts the kitchen slowly back to rights, is forced.


  "Jace."


  This time he can't ignore it. There's a command in that tone. It says stop. It says listen to me. So he does. He takes a breath and though it feels like it barely fills up his lungs, his chest feels too tight for him to breathe easily. After another moment though, he manages to lift his gaze.


  He hasn't changed since getting back, had stayed with the others out front when Jace had rushed by and given strained smiles when they patted his back, talked about a good game— but Cam had stood with them, flicking only a tense look his way as Jace had walked past him. So he's standing there, still shirtless, jeans clinging a bit more now from getting drenched.


  Jace doesn't look although it's all there and it's like an itch in the back of his throat driving him crazy, warring with the roll of nausea doing the rounds too, trying to climb its way out. If he looks he'll remember— and if he remembers it in any more detail, he might have to turn back around and throw up the few slices of pizza and gulps of beer he'd had earlier.


  Cam isn't having the same problem. There's no flinching away when he meets Jace's eyes, not even a twist in his expression. He's all hard lines, the shade of his eyes harder to see in the lightless kitchen. It seems a shade closer to Jace's jar of water after he dips his brush in to wash off the paint.


  "It was an accident," Jace says, and his Adam's apple bobs with a hard swallow. He licks his lips and then rubs his fingers over his mouth hard, like he's wiping something away. "Right?"


  It's like all the muscles in his face lock up. His teeth are clenched so hard he feels the pressure on the bolts of his jaw. He can't lie.


  "Jace?"


  He shakes his head and shoves away from the counter, control cracking open and making way for the smaller cracks, the ones that leave him feeling raw and exposed, and he knows it's all on his face now, that Cam knows him the same as he knows Cam and he can see it in the tightness of his mouth, in the hunched line of his shoulders and the dipped set of his chin.


  "I've still got some work to finish." This time his voice does shake.


  He leaves everything else where it is. Clean up can wait.


  Right now he wants to be in his own space.


  ****


  The next morning when he gets back from his run, Cam is at the table, the morning's newspaper spread out on the table.


  The smell of coffee is strong and Cam's got a mug of it on the table, his hand covering the top of it like always. He looks up from the newspaper when Jace steps inside, already toeing off his sneakers, an ingrained habit from when their mum was still with them.


  Cam's still in sleep gear, old worn Led Zeppelin T-shirt and shorts, bare footed, one foot on the chair, knee tucked tight against his chest and chin resting on his knee. His hair is sticking up and the skin under his eyes looks soft, his eyes not quite alert.


  "Morning," Jace says, closing the door behind him.


  The rain from the day before had eased the heat overnight, and he can still feel the cool air against the sweat-soaked back of his T-shirt. His muscles feel worn and despite the lack of sleep the night before, he likes the tired feel of it. It means his mind is less likely to drift.


  Cam takes a sip of his coffee, chin still on his knee. "Hey." He tilts his head to the coffee pot. "It's fresh if you want."


  Jace nods, nudges the sneakers off to one side and heads toward it. The TV is on in the living room, he can hear the sound of the anchor-woman relating the morning news. It's kind of lulling. Out of the corner of his eye he can see Cam watching him, taking a sip of his coffee now and then as Jace pads around the kitchen, pouring a cup for himself and rooting around for something to eat. He gives up after peering in a few cupboards though and grabs an apple.


  There's no sign that they'd ever had a group of people over the day before. The pizza boxes are gone and the glasses and cans that he'd left in the sink yesterday are gone and put away too.


  "Sorry," he says.


  Cam sets the coffee down and shifts in his seat, dropping his foot to the floor. The scrape of the chair is loud as he resettles, sitting up straighter, arms crossing over his chest. He's got his head cocked to the side, that narrow eyed look back on his face. It's not quite as effective with the sleepy droop of his shoulders. Cam's always been like this. It's like sleep turned him to putty, leaving him looking all rumpled and soft. Pliable.


  Jace breathes through that thought. The night before is still too fresh in his mind. He takes a mouthful of the bitter brew, nose scrunching up at the spike of it on his tongue. Just that hit alone would have him buzzing for the rest of the morning. He never made it that strong.


  "For what?"


  Jace looks at Cam, tonguing the roof of his mouth to sweep away the shock of hot liquid there as his eyes sweep the kitchen. "You cleaned up."


  Cam shrugs and leans forward on the table, tilting the chair onto its front legs and balancing it there, letting it sway back and forth. Jace has to bite back the instinctive lecture on how one day the damn chair is going to slip and Cam's going to end up biting off his tongue.


  "It's okay." Then he sighs long and loud. He drops his head to his arms and rubs his forehead across them, a little too hard and there's something leashed in the gesture that Jace can't quite make out. But then Cam looks up at him. And he realizes they're not talking about cleaning up the kitchen.


  "It's okay," Jace repeats, words toneless because he doesn't get it.


  Cam sighs again, this time making no attempt at hiding his frustration. He lets the chair swing back down and the back legs hit the floor with a loud clack that make Jace wince. Cam's running a hand over his hair, an exact mimic of Jace last night and it makes Jace hurt, makes the coffee that much more bitter on his next gulp as he drops his gaze to the floor.


  It reminds him of just how alike they are. People would be amazed at how easy it is to separate himself from someone who is close to a mirror copy of him. Because at the same time that they're so alike, there are so many things that are different.


  So it's worse when he sees those similarities, driving the point home.


  "No, I mean– it's not—" Cam clamps his mouth shut, lips thinning as he presses them together. His fingers are restless on the table, no longer touching his mug, having pushed it and the newspaper away. He's tapping an impatient rhythm on the table now, back to tipping the chair on its front legs but only a little. Then he finally stops and glances at Jace again.


  "Phil called. You'd just left," Cam says.


  Jace swallows, manages to stop his breath from shuddering out of him in relief. He hides behind another gulp of the coffee. "Yeah?"


  "Yeah. He gets back in Friday."


  "Okay."


  Jace nods and goes back to scanning the front page and nods again. Then Cam says, "It's not okay." He lets out a short sound; something that's trying to be a laugh but doesn't quite make it, weighed down with disbelief and confusion. "I mean, I know you. I know you and— it wasn't an accident. I asked because—" he shakes his head, shrugs his shoulders, "because maybe if you'd said it was, I would've been okay with believing it. Or not." He gives that not-quite laugh again. "I'm just… still having a serious what the fuck moment here."


  Jace can't do anything else except watch him now, eyes tracking every shift of Cam's hands, the way his eyes flit to the side, touching on the fridge, on the counter, the window, anywhere but Jace. He's chewing at the inside of his lips between words and he's bouncing one of his feet on the floor.


  "I get that." It's the only thing he can say. Because he does.


  Cam lifts up and rests back against the chair again, gaze fixing somewhere on the counter behind Jace. "Yeah. I know you do." He falls silent then, reaches for his coffee again but all he does is curl his fingers in through the handle, plays his thumb along the curve.


  Jace stares out the window. The clouds are still lingering from yesterday's overnight rain, but it's softer. There's little bits of light playing over their small backyard, like the sun is trying to sneak through the breaks in the drifting clouds.


  "Just. Give me some time."


  Jace blinks, the tree in his line of sight blurring a bit as he tries to understand what Cam's just said.


  When he looks back to Cam, Cam's already pushing away from the table, still not looking at Jace.


  "Phil gets back Friday so…" he's tracing the edge of the table now, "give it 'til then. Then. Then we'll talk."


  "That's not very long," he blurts out. His eyes are wide and his chest feels constricted, that awful queasiness from the day before returning. It feels like something's trying to scrape his stomach out. What he doesn't ask and what he wants to know the most is, what Cam hopes being given time will achieve.


  At that Cam's mouth twitches, a wry twist to his lips even while his eyes stay sober. "For me and you, it's enough." Then the smile drops away. "But I'm going to sleep out though, bunk with one of the guys until… well."


  Jace swallows, looks down at his coffee. "Fair enough."


  "All right."


  "All right."


  It's more than he'd expected anyway.


  ****


  With the house empty, he migrates to the garage, his iPod for company.


  It's not that he loses himself in the painting. It just helps him to pretend Cameron isn't around.


  It's odd. He'd spent so much time trying to distance himself before that he hadn't even realized it had never actually worked. Even when they weren't spending time together, there'd been the creak of Cam's footsteps upstairs, the TV left on, the random interruptions when he'd barge into the garage and stay there until Jace gave in and agreed to a best out of three on Mario Cart.


  He hadn't realized he'd gotten so used to looking his fill either. Not until Cam's not there for him to look at. So all he gets is this replay, an infinite loop of Cam under him, ends up having to chew on his tongue to get rid of the sense memory of his skin.


  And there's the moment where he gives in. Just sits down right there on the floor of the garage, hand still dirty with paint and wraps his hand around his cock and jerks off to the remembered feel of Cam's ass tucked up against him, of Cam's back, lean and strong stretched beneath him and he imagines biting down over the mole on Cam's hip. Hand tight on his dick and thumb pressed firmly behind his balls and massaging there, that's the image in his head as his cock jerks in his hand, his thighs straining with the last push.


  It makes a mess on his stomach and some of it gets on the floor.


  It's not until he finishes cleaning it up that he realizes he's bitten his bottom lip bloody and that his cheeks are wet.


  He'd stopped himself from crying out Cam's name.


  ****


  He finishes his painting early dawn Thursday, just as the sky starts to get that soft glow of morning and the birds decide they need to start trying to wake people up with the damn chirping.


  His eyes are dry and aching by the time he steps back from it, eyes roaming the huge canvas, taking it in.


  His shoulders feel weighed down, the joints aching from holding his arms up for such a long while. He thinks it's a good likeness. There's something comforting about seeing that profile, that familiar smile so much like his and Cam's on such a large scale. He misses her.


  "Maybe if you'd stayed, I wouldn't have turned out so fucked up, huh?" he says, but there's no anger there.


  He rubs at his eyes, reminds himself that he needs some water. His body feels heavy as he puts himself through the motions of cleaning his tools.


  By the time he's done, he can't be bothered to go back to the house. Picking up his iPod, he grabs the blanket and pillow he'd stashed in the backseat of the car— it's where he'd fallen asleep the night before— and switches off the lights.


  The morning light filters in, pale and water-like through the windows above the garage door, stretching across the roof like a lick of blue.


  Jace plunks himself down by the wall opposite the canvas, turning on his music and settling down. Just catch a bit of shut eye before he finishes cleaning everything up. He can crash in bed later.


  He falls asleep to the start of a slow rock song, eyes drifting closed on the image he's created and wakes up to a feather light touch rubbing gently at the skin beneath his eyes. First one, then the other. His feet are cold from where they're poking out of the blanket. His left shoulder aches, the surface he's lying on unyielding.


  The brush comes again and he wrinkles his nose, shaking his head a little and jerking his head away. He wants to bat it away but it's warm under the blanket and he tucks his knees closer and buries his face deeper into his pillow, feels sleep infused irritation when he realizes that his hair has gotten caught in the corner of his mouth.


  The touch stops. He hears a sigh.


  "I couldn't tell this was what you were making before."


  Cam.


  He stills. He's glad he's lying down, glad that he's still foggy with sleep because the relief is overwhelming, and he feels sick all over again.


  He hadn't realized how much he'd been expecting to get to Friday and find that Cam wasn't coming.


  He takes a moment to calm himself, turns his face into the pillow and holds his breath a moment as he takes this in. He feels his hair slip across his face, tickling against his jaw. Cam stays quiet beside him, calm as anything, not looking to rush. So Jace opens his eyes and tilts his head back and looks up at him.


  Cam's sitting cross-legged on the floor, back hunched over, eyes on the canvas.


  Jace clears his throat. "You like it?"


  Cam nods. "You're good, Jace."


  Despite everything, despite him not feeling ready for this at all, he smiles. It's a quiet smile, but it feels nice and he closes his eyes, lets his head rest back. "Of course."


  "Jace?"


  "Yeah?"


  "How long?"


  "How long, what?" But he knows what Cam's asking. He blinks his eyes open and stares up at the ceiling. The light from outside has changed, having slipped from the roof to the wall, a sunset orange. He wonders if it's really that late.


  Cam sighs and shifts, drawing his knees up, tennis shoes scraping over the floor, before he wraps his arms around his knees, clasping one hand over a strong wrist. He glances down at Jace and his face is shadowed. They're too low for the sunlight to touch them, leaving them in cool shadow. He wonders how long Cam's been sitting there. The new position distracts Jace for a moment, drawing his eyes to the strip of skin bared where his T-shirt's ridden up, Cam's belt not quite enough to keep the jeans from slipping lower even though the fit is perfect.


  He lets his eyes roam, taking in how the denim molds tight around Cam's thighs. He thinks he knows how it'd feel under his hand. Pressed against his balls while he rubs his dick against Cam's hip, just over that mole.


  "Jace."


  He pulls his eyes away from the strip of skin and slowly sits up, can't quite ignore the way his dick feels a little heavier, fuller against his shorts. But he sits up anyway and then scoots back until he's sitting with his back to the wall, his knee bumping against Cam's, their shoulders almost touching. He doesn't protest when Cam snatches up the blanket, pulling it over his head like a hood and arranging it around his shoulders before settling back, bunching it together against his chest so it doesn't slip away. He makes himself comfortable, slouching a little lower down. He leans his head against Jace's shoulder. Jace knows this is Cam settling down, ready to wait as long as he has to.


  So after a few seconds of savoring it, the weight of Cam resting against him, not tense, not waiting for his brother to make a move or something. Just resting against him, like they would before. The type of physical closeness they'd needed from each other after losing someone they couldn't stand to lose.


  "Sorry. Don't really know how to answer that one. Whatever this is— it's always been there," Jace says, eyes straight ahead, his heart thick in his throat. He can feel its beat there and he wonders if Cam can feel it too. "Nothing changed. But after mom… I just noticed. That's all. It grew. Didn't really know how to deal with it."


  "Asshole." There's no heat in the word though and Cam doesn't make a move to leave or to punch him, so it doesn't worry Jace. "So that's why you were like a fucking dog, acting like I'd pissed in your territory every time I came into the room, wanting me out of your space?"


  "Yes."


  Cam snorts and rubs his brow against Cam's shoulder before settling down again. "I didn't like it. I've never liked not— not, you know. You not being around like before. Messed me up a little. Not as much as how you're messed up though."


  "I know. Sorry."


  "You don't sound sorry."


  Jace shrugs. "Sorry," he says again.


  "You're an idiot."


  His teeth are grinding now. It's not like he can defend himself against that. "I get it."


  Then strong fingers thread through his hair, low on his nape, locking tight, forcing his head back. His head hits the wall with a thud and he hisses, lifting a hand on instinct.


  Cam grabs his wrist tight and then the joints of his wrist scrape against the wall too, grinding uncomfortably against the bricks. Cam lifts up, swings a leg over, blanket slipping to the floor and suddenly it's too much. Jace is gasping, trying to back up, lift himself higher up against the wall, eyes wide on Cam's face. Cam's looking everywhere, eyes tracking all over Jace's face, like he's searching for something. And Jace is fucking panicking.


  "So messed up," Cam says, "so, so messed up, Jace."


  Cam doesn't close his eyes when he presses his mouth against Jace's. They're open and clear and Jace feels pinned. His heart feels squeezed, like it's too tight for it to beat properly and the wrench in his stomach is too intense. He can't untangle it all.


  Cameron's sitting right on his crotch, ass firm and grinding down and Jace hasn't even realized he's gripping Cam's shoulder with his free hand, fingers digging in so hard that he knows there'll be bruises.


  It's all hard angles. Jace is used to this.


  But he's not used to how full and soft Cameron's mouth feels against his. It's just a touch, but there's a wet cling when Cameron parts his lips a little.


  They're both breathing heavy, the sound too loud in the silence as Cameron closes his lips over Jace's, watching him, as he sucks it in gently, teeth scraping.


  It's wet and warm and Jace can't keep back the pathetic whimper that hums along his throat. He can't help the way he drops his hand to Cam's hip, his other flexing in his grip, uncaring that it feels like the back of his hand is being scratched raw against the brick surface. He fists Cam's T-shirt as he goes rigid, his muscles locking up tight in a moment of fight or flight, indecision.


  Cam lets go of his wrist. His hands, rough from years of playing ball, rasp over Jace's cheeks and hold his head in place. Then he slides his tongue right on in.


  Jace shatters.


  He grabs at his brother. His twin. Fuck. Cam. He wants closer. God he wants closer and he opens his mouth wider; reels when Cam fucks into his mouth, tongue sweeping, their mouths clashing now, hard enough that the tang of blood touches his tongue, doing nothing to slow this down.


  Jace tugs at Cam's hips, fingers shaking as Cam pants into his mouth, hot and mouth wet as it slides over his. He slips them down the back of Cam's jeans, wriggling them in, fighting against the stiffness of the tight denim, to rake them over the meat of the most perfect ass, as his hips arch up. His dick is hard, and his stomach is a coil of tension, twisting tight and driving him to grind up, the shorts a poor barrier as he ruts like a dog in heat. Cameron's biting at his lips and Jace's hands find their way under his T-shirt, palms flattening against the smooth planes of Cameron's back to slide up and up until he's curling his hands over Cameron's shoulders, T-shirt bunched up around his wrists.


  They fit. He fits him. Just like Jace had imagined he would. And it makes perfect sense because they've been doing this since before they could remember, changing, shifting and molding to make room for each other, to adapt for each other, somehow in sync even when it didn't seem like it. They're a pair. They always have been.


  Cam pulls away. It hurts a little when he presses his forehead to Jace's a bit too hard.


  His eyelashes flutter for a second, soft against his skin before he opens his eyes again, pupils blown wide and the ring of green so thin. Jace thinks for a second that his must look the same.


  Cam's fingers are digging into Jace's jaw line, thumbs dragging back and forth too hard over Jace's cheekbones, like Cam's trying to rub through skin to get to bone.


  "All right," Cam says, the word is breathed against Jace's mouth and Jace shudders, feels it in his chest, in his ribs, "okay."


  "You're not gay." It's ridiculous, the least of what's so wrong with this picture.


  Cam drops his head onto Jace's shoulder and lets out a too loud laugh, just this edge of hysterical, and it bursts over Jace's throat, short and warm against his clavicle. His shoulders shake under Jace's hands. "I know. But man, you know, right? You know." His fingers tighten that bit more on Jace's face and he thinks that he'll probably have bruises too. "I'd follow you anywhere." He laughs again, that same note of hysteria lingering there. "Never meant like this though."


  "Never expected this either, if I'm honest."


  Cam shrugs. "Told you I'd think about it."


  Jace scoffs, tugs his face away from Cam's hands and rests his head back on the wall, feels his stomach clench and his cock twitch when Cam lets out a shivery breath and settles closer and leans his hands on the wall on either side of Jace. Like he wants to stay close too.


  There's a flush to his cheeks, over his neck, coloring the tanned skin and disappearing beneath the T-shirt. He looks wrecked, lips a shade darker and fuller than before.


  Tentative, still unsure of this new development, Jace leans forward— notes the way Cam goes still— and brushes a kiss on the corner of Cam's mouth. Then he pulls back a little, glances down at where their lower bodies are pressed together. He lets one hand slide back down and reaches, fingers careful, almost reverent, to touch the mole there.


  Cam sucks in a shaky breath, abs rippling with it, but he doesn't move away, just rests his head against Jace's shoulder and watches too, his breath soft and quiet now, against Jace's ear as Jace leaves the mole to trace the skin along the edge of his jeans.


  He just wants to touch for a while, just like this.


  He spreads his hand over Cam's stomach, traces the taut ridges of his abs with his fingertips, pinkie dragging over Cam's belly button and Cam's hips curl inwards, a short, sharp jerk that has the bulge in his jeans pressing tight against Jace's belly. He stops moving though, when Jace thumbs open the button on his jeans, the zip splitting open with minimal coaxing from Jace to reveal the white cotton beneath.


  Jace breathes through his nose, feeling light headed all over again as he pushes his hand past the elastic and his hand closes over Cam's cock.


  Cam's moan is soft, so quiet that Jace would've missed it if they weren't pressed so close. He curls his hand around it in a loose grip, feeling the velvet hardness of it, testing its weight, running his thumb along the length of it to the cut head and rubbing there, moisture catching on the pad of his thumb. It turns him on beyond belief when he realizes how similar their dicks are. He grips a little tighter and Cam gasps. He stills Jace's hand and Jace looks up at him, startled.


  "I think— I think we should stop here for today. I'm— this is good but. Not too fast. I started it, I know but. Still not ready for that part." Cam looks away, throat working and the flush deepening. "Yet."


  "Okay." And it is. He gives the head one last stroke with his thumb that has Cam ducking his head and stuttering something along the lines of 'asshole', and pulls his hand away.


  Quiet, he starts putting his brother back to rights, zipping him back up, smoothing out his T-shirt.


  Cam doesn't move from his place on Jace's lap. There's a crooked smile on his face.


  "You look like shit, Jace."


  Just like that, Jace is scowling and shoving Cam off, though he regrets the distance almost instantly. "Shut up."


  Cam chuckles and shifts back over to sit beside him. He settles back down, head going back to rest on his shoulder. "Yeah."


  "Cameron," he says, because as much as he wants to hold on to the good feelings, the reality of it will start hitting them hard soon enough.


  "What?" Cam doesn't bother moving.


  "I won't ask if you're sure."


  "You don't have to."


  Yeah, okay. He can live with that.


  Jace lets his eyes drift closed too. His cock is feeling a little neglected but the lack of sleep over the past week is hovering over him, heavier now after the sudden shot of adrenalin.


  "Tomorrow's Friday," he mumbles.


  "No shit."


  "Phil's back tomorrow."


  Cam lets out an exasperated sigh. Grabbing Jace around the neck he drags them both down to the floor, catching the corner of Jace's pillow and pulling it over, doing the same with the blanket. He settles behind him, easy as anything, burying his nose in the curve of Jace's neck. "Sleep, man. We're gonna need it."


  "And that's it."


  The arm around his waist is new and careful and Jace closes his eyes again. He doesn't really want to look at the canvas right now.


  "It's you and me," Cam says, "we'll figure it out."


  "Okay."


  "Okay."


  


  THE END


  Author bio: Alex Mar lives in London and dreams of owning a cat and a dog so that they can play with her when she procrastinates from writing. She writes contemporary and fantasy/paranormal slash fiction and is planning on tackling her first m/m novel. Alex has a love for first-time stories and is always up for trying her hand at more taboo subjects. She spends the majority of her time drinking tea and pairing up male characters in her favourite TV shows and movies.


  Contact info:


  Blog


  Tumblr


  Twitter


  


  ****


  BEYOND DUTY
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  Sexy Marine sitting on the floor, shirtless with just fatigue pants, another sexy Marine leaning down with his hand resting on the other Marine's lower stomach. Matching tattoos on their shoulders and upper arms.
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  Dear Author,


  He's been in my life for two decades. Don't Ask Don't Tell ended too late for us as we were months from retirement. We spent so much of our lives in the closet, hiding our love that I worry if we can hold it together when we're out. I'm scared of losing him. For me, he's the hottest thing I've ever seen still and I know he could get guys half my age without trying hard. Why would he stick with me now? But he always knows...he knows when I need him to center me— to remind me of what we have. We're in it together to the end.


  If an author selects this... I LOVE BDSM. Please, please...


  Edited to clarify: I see the man facing forward as a sub and the other man as his dom. They've had stolen moments over the years but never the time and privacy to truly explore their D/s needs at the level they have desired. Now they do since they have retired. I enjoy a little angst (no cheating) but definitely want a HEA. Moderate BDSM would work great. Author, up to you if you take this mind. Ultimately, author, if you pick this one I'll be pleased no matter what you do to give my guys a story!


  Sincerely,


  Virginia
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  BEYOND DUTY


  by S.J.D. Peterson


  The short six-block walk from home to my favorite diner down on Main Street was one that I normally enjoyed. Riverview is full of southern small-town charm that is rich in history, and for the most part, the attitude among the residents is relaxed and easygoing. I'd bought the house not long after being promoted to Gunnery Sergeant, knowing that when I retired, I'd be staying. Sure, I'd have much rather owned one of the grander homes closer to the main strip— I've always had a thing for historical homes, but I never could figure out how to get rich in the Marine Corps. Besides, my house is actually perfect for me. It's tucked back off the street with a large private garden I can view from every room in the place. I like the gardens but it's the privacy I like even more. The fact that my best friend Mac fell in love with it made my decision easy.


  Like I said, normally I enjoy the short walk, but this particular morning I had woken up in a shitty mood. I'd been having a lot of those mornings over the previous couple of months: my gut all knotted up, head full of static noise, and my whole body tense. I don't mean just tense, but holy fuck tense to the point that I was waking up with back spasms that had me cussing and groaning in the middle of the night. And didn't those oh so fun, twisting in agony nightly events make my new, unwanted, best friend insomnia even more irritating. It was in this irritable mindset, made all the worse because I couldn't figure out what the fuck my problem was, that I grabbed a newspaper and stomped off to the Bonnie Mill Diner.


  The Bonnie Mill was some fancy-ass private home before the turn of the century. From the outside, it's a huge Victorian painted lady with a wraparound porch. The typical ladies in the parlor, men in the… manlier rooms kind of house. I can imagine cute little chambermaids scurrying around with lace doilies on their heads yelling, "Yes mum, no mum, right away mum." Nowadays it features apartments on the upper floors and a kick ass place to eat Saturday morning breakfast on the main floor. It's not that I can't cook my own breakfast. I've been a bachelor since I was eighteen years of age. It was either learn to cook or suffer the canteen seven days a week. It just seems pointless to make a big breakfast for a party of one. Besides, the food at the diner is great, the company enjoyable, and it's routine. I like routine.


  Stepping through the door, a lively chorus of "Gunny" from about ten familiar faces fills the air to mingle with the smells of fresh baked pastries, bacon, and freshly brewed coffee.


  "Morning." I returned their greeting and waved.


  A little of my ire subsided and a warm smile crossed my face at the early morning welcome, reminding me of that old sitcom Cheers. Everyone is pretty much a regular, only a couple of the faces unrecognizable. It's a place where everybody knows your name, although instead of a big wooden bar, the main focus is a soda fountain-style counter. And rather than being a really cool Boston pub, the Bonnie Mill is a diner with the original Formica tables and red vinyl chairs set in place back in the 1950s. So, I guess there really aren't that many similarities between the Bonnie Mill and Cheers, but the greeting is the same. The only variation is from Bill Klein who yells out, "Gunny Gunnery," while he laughs boisterously and slaps the counter with a loud bang.


  Not sure what Bill's major malfunction is, but from the moment the guy found out my nickname was Gunny, short for Gunther and that I'm a Gunnery Sergeant the old man has thought it was the funniest joke he'd ever heard. I nod in Bill's direction and take a seat at the opposite end of the counter as far away from the strange man as I can get. There is just something creepy about a guy who laughs at the same joke nearly every week for a year.


  "Mornin' Gunny, what ya in the mood for," Carrie Anne asks, setting down a glass of water, turning over a mug and pouring a cup of coffee.


  Carrie Anne is another thing that's routine at the diner, more accurately, a weekly annoyance. She waits on me every Saturday morning, claiming if she has to make sweets all week she is entitled to the man candy— that would be me— on the weekend. And, she is entitled to whatever she wants at the Bonnie Mill. Carrie is a twenty-eight year old, insane bleach blonde with a big mouth and even bigger… um… assets. She's married to Carl, the owner of the place, who just so happens to be butt-ass ugly and thirty-something years her senior. Sure she married for love, I asked her once. Yeah, I didn't believe her either.


  "Whatcha bake me fresh this morning, darling?"


  Carrie Anne leans in, her assets practically spilling from her two-sizes too small white blouse, and licks her brightly red-painted lips before murmuring seductively, "Hot, cherry pie."


  After a year of practice, the greasy-looking lips inches from my face and the sickly sweet perfume she wears don't make my stomach roll and I no longer have to hide the gag behind a coffee cup. It's not that there is anything wrong with sweet perfume; I like it just fine, just not a complete bottle at a time. I even like painted lips— again in moderation. I dated a drag queen once, hot as hell. The things he could do with those pouty and glossy lips… Well, let's just say, Carrie Anne is so not sexy. But the woman is a fan-fucking-tastic baker, so I put up with her batting her fake lashes and groping my ass while she walks me to the register.


  I order my normal farmer's breakfast— three eggs, bacon, ham, sausage, hash browns, and an extra side of toast— with a slice of cherry pie and shake my head as Carrie swings her hips exaggeratedly while she swishes and sways her way to the kitchen. I can't help but wonder as she walks away, trying to be all sexy, what she would say if she knew I was gay and none of her shenanigans did a damn thing for me. Not that I have plans to tell her anytime soon, but sometimes I think it would almost be worth the look on her face. Talk about priceless.


  After taking a sip of coffee, I open the newspaper; the headline causes my eyes to nearly bug out of my head and the breath to whoosh out of my lungs noisily.


  BREAKING NEWS: Obama, Pentagon certify 'Don't Ask, Don't Tell' repeal


  


  I wrap both of my hands around the mug and bring it to my lips, sipping at the steaming brew to cover up the shocked look on my face while I continued to read the article.


  "Today, we have taken the final major step toward ending the discriminatory 'Don't Ask, Don't Tell' law that undermines our military readiness and violates American principles of fairness and equality," Obama said in a statement. "In accordance with the legislation that I signed into law last December, I have certified and notified Congress that the requirements for repeal have been met. 'Don't Ask, Don't Tell' will end, once and for all, in 60 days— on September 20, 2011."


  


  Christ, there had been rumors, but just like in civilian life, rumors run rampant among the troops and more often than not are complete bullshit. Being the government, the bullshit rule is probably even more accurate.


  "Fuck me," I grumble around the mug. Twenty-two years I've been hiding a big part of myself and the day before retirement, DADT is to be repealed? Are you fucking kidding me?


  "Goddamn shame," John complains to my right.


  John Wilson is about a million years old, still believes women belong barefoot, pregnant, and their place is in the kitchen. Still pays homage to the ancient belief that women should be seen, not heard. Most days John is laughable at best. It's kind of fun to tease the ol' bastard. It doesn't take much to get him all flustered and steaming, and I admit to finding a perverse pleasure in seeing if I can cause the steam to shoot out of the man's ears before breakfast is even over. For the most part the ribbing is good-natured and I know he's a dumbass so I don't take him seriously. In that moment however, with shock causing my heart to hammer in my chest and feeling a little off-kilter while my brain tries to figure out if the article is fact or a joke, I'm in no mood for John's antics. Looking up from the paper, I turn and glare at John. "You got a problem with gays in the military, John?"


  "Damn straight I do," he spat, pushing his wire-rimmed glasses up on his red, bulbous nose. "This country don't need no damn queers fighting for it. A bunch of Nancies running around slapping the enemy? Where is the honor in that? Next they'll be allowing pedophiles and rapists to run our school systems."


  Now for twenty-two years I've been known as Gunther Duchene, United States Marine. It's the side of myself I present to the world around me. It's not a lie; I am a Marine at the very core of my being. But from the age of ten I've known two things for a fact. Number one: I would grow up and become a Marine, and number two: I'm gay. The two things mix like oil and water so I kept my private side secret. I know what you're thinking, what a coward. Well fuck that. I'm not a coward, I'm realistic. I had to sacrifice one thing for the other and I don't regret a day of my life. Unlike some people, I don't need nor did I ever want to be one-half of a pair. I didn't have dreams of meeting Mr. Right, settling down in the 'burbs, and living happily ever after. My vision of a perfect life is combat, technical maneuvers, strategic planning, building a powerful body, and when the opportunity presented, a hot guy to fuck or suck my dick to satisfy my baser desires. I had no wish to be loud, proud, and out. Never felt it my responsibility to be a representative, role model, or any other type of influence for the gay youth. Being a damn good Marine and damn good man defines me, not who my bed partner is.


  Spending over half my life around other soldiers, I have heard every joke and disgusting slur slung at gays. I don't take it personally. They talk the same smack about commanding officers, men, women, straight, gay, bi, black, white, young, and old, it don't matter, they will eventually get around to disrespecting everyone. Hey, at least they are equal opportunity dumbasses. I'd wager a good number of them slinging some of the nastier remarks about gays would have willingly dropped their fatigues and presented their asses to me. However, this morning, John's statement had me clenching my hands tightly around my mug and my body literally shaking with anger. How the mug didn't shatter under the pressure, I have no clue. What I really wanted was to wrap my hands around John's thick, judgmental head and squeeze until bones shattered.


  I shut my eyes and counted to ten— it didn't work— then twenty, and still the rage swirled around inside me like this thick, black sludge I could practically taste in the back of my throat. Somehow, I managed to get control of my body, mainly my hands, and I eased my grip on the coffee cup and set it aside.


  "You never served in the military, did you, John?" I hissed.


  "No, I had an—"


  "Yeah I know, an injury," I interrupted. "I've heard the story." With calm I didn't feel, I folded the newspaper and tucked it under my arm and pulled a wad of bills from my jeans pocket. "Here's the thing, John. I'm having a hard time swallowing your statement this morning." I slammed the bills on the counter with a thunderous slap; every head in the diner turned in our direction. Theatrical, hell yeah, but I got John's attention.


  "Don't seem to me a drunken coward who dodged the draft claiming he wasn't physically able to defend this country against the enemy, but physically fit enough to beat on his wife, rightly gets a say in who can and can not defend this great country of ours."


  I didn't even wait for a response. A man can only control his rage for so long. Without a word to anyone else, I walked out of the Bonnie Mill to save John Wilson's fool life. Pretty big of this queer, wouldn't you say, considering the son of a bitch didn't think I should be defending his country.


  I don't know if it's because the older I get the less I can tolerate bullshit, due to the shitty mood I'd woken up in, or if I'd just reached my limit, but by the time I got back to the house I was still totally pissed off by John's attitude. I kicked off my shoes the minute the door slammed behind me, and I threw myself down onto the couch. I snatched the remote from the coffee table and angrily clicked through the channels without seeing a damn thing, concentrating more on slowing down my panting breath. By the time I made it through the couple hundred channels the second time, my jaw began to unclench. Giving up on abusing the remote, I picked back up the newspaper I'd thrown on the cushion next to me and was calm enough to read more.


  Halfway through the article, my cell phone vibrated against my hip and I pulled it out, flipping it open without even glancing at the display screen.


  "What?"


  "Are you reading this shit?" Mac's voice came though the phone line, sounding as shocked as I'd been earlier.


  "Yeah I'm reading it now, pretty fucking amazing, huh?"


  "Only twenty years too late. Do you know how much ass I have been denied because of this stupid fucking law? I was in my prime, Gunny. My prime!"


  Macalister Jones and I have been best friends since we first went through boot camp together; he also happens to be the only man I've shared my bed with for the last decade and I'm the only one who's been granted access to his. We've been fucking each other pretty much since we first met, but we are honest-to-God best friends and have never been what you call a couple.


  "Stop your damn whining, you've had the best ass there is," I remind him.


  "No that would be mine, that's why I don't allow you to tap it too often. It's like a rare work of fine art that has to be adored and stroked lovingly, not slammed into and abused."


  "Jones, my bullshit meter is already full for the day," I laugh, feeling instantly better than I had before the phone rang. Mac is a major joker, so it's hard to stay in a pissy mood when under his charm. He's also a big, lovable bastard who'll give you the shirt off his back. Just don't piss him off. Mac is part of the elite scout snipers, which means not only is he skilled in reconnaissance but once he finds you, he can take your ass out. "You still going need a ride from the airport?"


  "No, Gunny. I bought a new car and had it shipped to the airport, what the fuck do you think?"


  "Good, then you won't mind me hanging up on your cocky ass and—"


  "Gotta go. See ya at six."


  The line went dead.


  Flipping my phone shut, I threw it on the coffee table and heaved myself up off the couch and went to make breakfast. It had been three months since I'd seen Mac, so with his gruff voice still ringing in my ears and his fine ass running through my head, all thoughts of John Wilson, DADT, and the rest of the world were pushed out in favor of all the thoughts my little head was having. Over the last few months, Mac seemed to be the only thing I could focus on for any length of time. My pissed off mood gave way to hungry and horny.


  ****


  Leaning back against the car, arms crossed over my chest, I watched Mac step out of the airport terminal. He was dressed in his fatigues, duffle over his shoulder and a big shit-eating grin on his handsome face. His hazel eyes were hidden behind his shades, but I knew they were dark with hunger and need. Three months we'd been apart, Mac off training his replacement. Three months without heat, skin, and passion, which was two months, twenty-nine days too long if you ask me. My body lit up, nerve endings tingling as he stepped closer, and just like that first night in a grungy little hotel in San Diego, California, I was instantly so fucking hard it hurt.


  The first night at Twentynine Palms in San Diego, California, officially known as RTD or recruit training depot, while waiting for my initial gear to be issued I turned my head and met Mac's hazel-green eyes for the first time. I doubt anyone else noticed the way our eyes lingered just a fraction longer than necessary, but I noticed and so did Mac. At twenty, I was one cocky son of a bitch. I knew who I was and where I was going, and I wasn't going to let anyone or anything stand in the way of achieving my goals. Although I was completely selfish and goal-oriented, I still got horny. A lot. It was during our first three-day pass I found out that as cocky as I thought I was, Macalister Jones was just a wee bit cockier, and I got my cherry ass popped. Twenty-two years later he still owned my ass, only I hadn't realized it at the time or maybe I did but just hadn't admitted it.


  Years of discretion had taught us how hide our desires to the outside world. If anyone had walked by our car, they would have seen two platonic friends, one saying to the other, "How was your flight?" What they wouldn't have noticed was the way the tip of Mac's finger slid along my thigh as he walked by, arms swinging. They wouldn't notice that when Mac nodded his head and said, "Good," he looked over the top of his glasses, meeting my eyes with a predatory gaze so full of lust, my goddamn breath caught. And, unless they were standing practically on top of us, they wouldn't hear Mac whisper in a deep, husky voice, "Get in the car before I fuck you over the hood." But, I heard it, and while my head was screaming, "don't you dare fucking move, let him bend your ass over!", I strolled casually to the driver's side, slid behind the wheel, and slammed the door.


  To anyone who may have glanced our way, we were two friends pulling away from the terminal, the passenger throwing his head back and laughing at a shared joke. What I actually said was, "One of these days I'm going to drop trou and find out just how fucking cocky you really are."


  "Two more months and I'll do you in the middle of fucking Main Street," Mac laughed.


  And didn't that just make my chest squeeze nice and tight and cause my gut to get all fluttery. That same weird feeling had been battling with another unsettling feeling lately, one of heart palpitations and nausea, in equal measures. I didn't have a goddamn clue what was wrong with me, and I was beginning to think I'd stayed in the Marines one term too many. There is a reason most don't make a career out of the military, you lose your fucking mind after that many years, and I was convinced that was what my problem was. I laughed at his joke with him and then stole a glance in Mac's direction. Then I took a double-take at his sly grin that curled that full, luscious mouth in combination with his wide, blunt fingers massaging the thick bulge in front of Mac's fatigue pants. That sight short-circuited my brain, and the only thing I could think about was the throbbing ache in my groin and getting us the fuck to the house, pronto.


  "Been a long time, Gunny." Those fingers kept stroking.


  I got serious about the heavy rush hour traffic, doing my damndest to ignore Mac's deep, husky voice.


  Even with my best efforts, I didn't miss the way Mac pushed the palm of his hand hard against his cock. "Christ I ache," he groaned.


  "Shut up, Mac," I hissed. "Just shut the fuck up. Not another word until we get to the house."


  Mac chuckled, the sound deep and gravelly, and I felt it resonate against the pulsing veins in my shaft. I growled a low warning sound and cranked the radio.


  Even with the heavier than normal traffic with tourist season in full swing, we made it to the house in record time. Mac set another record by having me slammed up against the closed door face first and my pants around my thighs in seconds flat.


  "Fucking missed you, Gunny," he rasped in my ear.


  I could only nod, my heart hammering as Mac bit and sucked at the large tendon on the side of my neck. My focus narrowed to that warm, wet mouth and sharp teeth, and I was reduced to a series of incoherent grunts and growls that meant "hurry", "Jesus", and "now!"


  Mac didn't tease. The bastard could torment me for hours, fucking days even, without letting me come, teasing that left me a hairsbreadth away from a padded room. Mercifully, he never teased our first time together after a long separation, just took me hard and fast, the burn intense, with little more than spit and pre-cum to slick the way.


  "Oh, Christ, Mac."


  He grunted and slammed into me, his hands holding my hips in a bruising grip, pumping his cock in and out of me with forceful thrusts of his hips. I splayed my fingers, trying to get as much purchase on the door as I could. My arms locked, muscles quaking as I used every bit of my strength to keep Mac from fucking me through the door. Raw, carnal power against brute force.


  Mac could read my body better than even I could. He increased his speed an instant before a knot started to form at the base of my spine. Before my balls could draw all the way up against my body, Mac had his fist wrapped around my cock. Two strokes with his big, calloused hand and I was howling my release, clenching my ass around his cock and forcing him into orgasm with me.


  We were both spent, breathing harshly, and Mac wrapped his arms around my waist, burrowing his face into my neck. My arms gave out and Mac collapsed against me, still buried deep in my ass and holding me tightly against his solid chest as we came down from our euphoric high. Yeah, it'd been a long three months of porn and hand jobs, uncertainty and crazy mood swings, but Mac, he could make me forget in an instant that we'd ever been apart.


  The rest of the evening was spent in bed— no, not fucking the entire time, although Mac and I have been known to endure some epic fuck-fests. After a quick shower, Mac, coming off a thirty-six hour stretch of no sleep, crashed in my arms the minute we fell into bed. I spent most of the evening stroking his head, his muscular shoulders, down his spine, unable to stop touching his warm skin. That irritating as fuck battle between the, I'm so happy, chest tightening and the panic induced palpitations was getting fiercer the longer I lay there staring at the man in my arms.


  It began to dawn on me, settling right into my twisting gut, that this may be the last time Mac would be here. In two short months' time we would no longer have to hide our sexuality, so why would he want to come home to me? The heart palpitations won. He could have guys half our age falling at his feet in worship.


  From the neck down, Mac and I could be mirror-image twins. We're both six-foot, two-hundred-plus pounds. Our torsos are thick with muscle and a light pelt of dark hair adorns our chests and abs. We even have the same tattoo, mine on the left arm, his on the right, mirror images. About five years ago, we had gotten some rare downtime together and spent a month in Europe. Mac… well it doesn't matter what Mac said about the tattoos binding us together forever. He was drunk at the time, showing off his new tattoo in a pub, forcing me to show mine and telling the entire place how much he loved his best friend, blah, blah blah. Mac's a loud, lovable, touchy-feely kind of drunk. It didn't mean anything. At least I didn't think it meant anything to him at the time. Hell at the time, I wasn't sure it meant anything to me. At least I wasn't admitting that the chest tightening meant anything.


  The similarities below the neckline sure as hell don't continue above it. Yeah we have the same buzz cut and dark stubble, but my face looks like a growly English bulldog and Mac's face… Christ, his can only be described as statuesque. His brow is gentle with high, perfectly sculpted cheekbones, and while there is nothing refined or stuffy about Mac, his features are regal. He's just fucking gorgeous head to toe.


  Lying there some time before the first rays of sunlight streamed through the bedroom window, I finally knew the reason for the shitty mood I'd been in. I was heartbroken. Heartbroken and so fucking scared. I'd never worried about where Mac was or what he was doing. I always knew he'd come home to me. After the scare with Private Carter, who threatened to out Mac ten years ago, we've been an exclusive… Well, not a couple but at least exclusive lovers.


  Now what? Now that Mac no longer had to live in fear of being dishonorably discharged, surely he wouldn't be content to just fuck his best friend anymore. He'd want something more, wouldn't he? Why I hadn't thought of this sooner, planned for it, I don't know. Denial maybe? Contentment?


  At forty-two, my hair was beginning to thin, my beard had taken on a silver glow, and I hadn't been on the prowl in over ten years. The thought of hanging out in clubs, looking for random hook-ups, worrying about safe sex issues, and learning to trust made my head hurt. Would I ever meet anyone I trusted enough to let them fuck me? Would I have to take on the more dominant role with future lovers? A small, frustrated sound escaped me and Mac patted my chest and murmured, "Shh, I'm here," still fast asleep.


  Christ! The man knew what I needed even in his sleep. I tightened my arms around him. How in the hell was I ever going to find anyone like Mac?


  Better question was: when had I fallen in love with Mac, beyond friendship?


  ****


  By morning, I wasn't any closer to finding answers to the question wreaking havoc in my head. I slid out of bed, pulled on a pair of fatigue pants, and snuck quietly into the bathroom. After brushing my teeth and splashing some cold water on my face, I headed to the kitchen to start a pot of coffee. Only two things cleared my head, Mac— even though he was currently the source of my screwed-up head— and exercise. That's why I'm so muscular—my head is fucked up a lot and Mac is gone a lot. It's how I deal.


  I shoved the coffee table out of the way, dropped down on the living room floor, and started doing push-ups. Counting each one off, I concentrated on the push and pull of each muscle in my arms. Focused on the way my toes flexed under, keeping my abs clenched, and nothing more. By the time I counted off seventy-five, my breath had sped up, sweat rolled down my temples and along my spine. The burn with each contraction of muscle radiated up my arms, across my shoulders, and settled as warmth in my lower back. My head was my own once again, the burn and the fatigued muscles my only focus. At one hundred, I rolled onto my back, planted my feet on the floor, and took a deep breath before counting off sit-ups. During these moments, I was in control— control of my body, my mind, how far I pushed, and how hard I drove myself.


  At one hundred I slowed just enough that Mac's face snuck into my head, so I pushed it away, redoubled my efforts, and pushed the sinew of my body past its normal limits. "One-twenty-five," further "One-fifty."


  "Hey! Why didn't you wake me up? I'd have worked out with you."


  Mac's voice stopped me short, and I opened my eyes to see Mac standing over me dressed in nothing but a pair of matching fatigue pants with a questioning look on his gorgeous face. It was as if I hadn't done a single rep, the peace I'd found gone as every uncertainty came back in a rush, making my head throb. In defeat, I leaned back on my hands, stretched my legs out, and tried to get my harsh, panting breath to slow down as I stared up at him.


  Mac straddled my right leg and went to his knees. He placed one hand on the back of my neck, forcing me to look at him, and rested the other hand on my rapidly rising and falling lower stomach. "Hey, what is it? What's wrong?"


  We sat there for an immeasurable amount of time— mirrored images, like always— breathing each other in, eyes locked. I wanted so badly to ask him what he felt for me but was scared shitless of the answer. We stayed like that for a minute, neither of us saying a word. In the end, unable to ever get away with lying to Mac, knowing he would see right through it, I sighed and gave him a portion of the truth.


  "Couldn't sleep, heads all wonked up."


  Mac's fingers teased against the soft hair on my stomach as he cocked his head to the side, those expressive hazel eyes searching, looking beyond my physical form and into the very core of me. I felt naked and vulnerable. My biggest fear was that he would find my new secret and bring it out before I had time to truly understand it myself.


  Whether Mac saw it or not, he knew what I needed. He always knew.


  Warm lips pressed against mine briefly, a tease of tongue swept across my bottom lip pulling a moan from me, before I was being encouraged to stand. "C'mon, Gunny. Let's go get you out of your head and make you fly."


  ****


  Mac and I had spent hours together converting the basement into a gym. Every implement or machine was strategically placed to allow for not only workouts, but also private feats of endurance. The sturdy hooks in the ceiling and floors were not only for punching bags. The extra-wide weight bench had multiple uses and the locked cabinet held much more than just hand weights and ointments. So much time and thought had been put into the room, it was a special place for both of us. Normally when I entered the gym with Mac promising to make me fly, I would instantly start clearing my head of all thoughts except pleasing my lover. This time was different. No matter how hard I tried, unease had settled so deeply into my head and heart I couldn't find peace.


  One last time, I thought to myself as my hands tightened into fists. I closed my eyes, savoring the sensation of Mac securing the heavy cuffs around my wrists. Stripped of my clothing, I was pliant while he secured my arms over my head, allowing him to position me in any way he desired. My breathing sped only slightly in anticipation as he attached my ankle cuffs to the floor. The feeling of being naked and bound while my lover was still clothed just added to the eroticism of the moment.


  Every aspect of my life was about control. From the way I conducted myself in public, the way I controlled the Marines entrusted to my command, to the strength and ability of my body. It's odd that I would give up something so ingrained in me to someone my equal in size and strength, but much less someone below me in rank. Yet that's exactly what I craved from Mac. To be stripped of all choices, all control, to trust completely. Mac and I, after years of playing, always exploring, experimenting, had found we shared similar needs— kinks if you will. Deviant desires unknown to even myself, only brought to the surface by Mac's natural dominance.


  I inhaled deeply through my mouth, savoring Mac's spicy flavor on my tongue, his scent filling me as I held my breath. Mac stroked a fingertip down my bare spine, the tickling sensation maddening, but I held still, keeping a tight rein on my reactions. It was as if I wanted to pull his scent, his touch, his very essence deep inside me, something to savor when he was gone. I was afraid any response on my part would weaken the sensation, or worse, I'd lose part of Mac.


  I gasped and my eyes flew open as sharp, stinging pain radiated out from a pinch to my left nipple. Mac stood within inches of me, a scowl marring his handsome face. "Glad to see you're aware of me. If I wanted you to control your reactions to me, I would have ordered you to be still. Do you wish to make the rules, Gunny?"


  Disappointment in displeasing Mac washed over me and I lowered my eyes, no longer able to meet his questioning hazel gaze. "No."


  Mac's other hand snaked out and his fingers latched on to my other nipple, the intense pain making me cry out. "Fuck!"


  "Yeah, fuck." He squeezed harder. "No, what?"


  "No, Sir." My head fell forward and I panted, trying to process the pain, move beyond it.


  "That's better," he praised, releasing one nipple and soothing the sting with the flat of his tongue before doing the same to the other throbbing nub. Mac cupped my chin in his hand and forced my head up. "Look at me, Gunny."


  I lifted my eyes again and steeled myself for his questions. I couldn't lie to him, but I wasn't ready to talk about what was bothering me. To my surprise, Mac leaned in and brushed his lips softly against mine. His tongue came out, teasing, encouraging me to open to him, which I did without hesitation. As the kiss deepened, Mac moaned his approval, and I felt the vibration of it down to my toes. The kiss went on and on. A claiming and possessive kiss with tongue, lips, and teeth, and the world stopped turning. In that moment there was only Mac and me, and I let go of everything else. Mac pulled back and I instinctively followed, wanting more, needing that connection to continue, and whimpered when I was denied.


  "Shh, I got you. Close your eyes, Gunny."


  I did as he asked. Moments later I felt something silken against my eyes as Mac tied the fabric at the back of my head. Long moments I hung there, waiting. I knew he hadn't stepped away; I could hear his slow, even breath and feel the heat radiating from his body. I shuddered when a hand landed on my breastbone, the contact of warm skin against my chest all the more acute without my sense of sight.


  "Your only job is to feel," Mac whispered.


  My breath caught as his palm slid slowly downward, tickling against the trail of dark hair. Chains rattled as I arched toward a ghost of a touch against my erection that stood out proudly from my body, straining toward my stomach.


  "And you're not to come unless I demand it. Understood?"


  "Ye…" I swallowed hard. "Yes, Sir."


  Mac grabbed onto my cock, my hips instinctively snapping into his hand. "So eager," Mac chuckled. He wrapped a strap snugly around the base of my cock and snapped it into place. I swallowed a moan of protest when he released me and stepped away.


  "I'm going to use the deerskin flogger; any objections, say so now."


  That particular flogger was my favorite. It was good quality deerskin and so soft. I knew Mac had plans for a heavy, sustained flogging and my cock twitched in response, a drop of pre-cum dampening the sensitive head in anticipation.


  "No objections, Sir."


  Mac's steps were measured and sure when he stepped past me. The slapping sound of the flogger, which I knew was against the cotton of his fatigues as this was part of his ritual, was loud in the otherwise quiet room.


  I jumped. Then something warm touched my shoulder, relaxing me immediately when I recognized familiar fingers massaging into my flesh. "Take a deep breath and relax."


  "Yes, Sir." I took a deep breath in, filling my lungs, and blew it and the tension out slowly.


  The first strike was against my right shoulder, immediately followed by a strike to the left. There was no pain as Mac moved the flogger in a figure-eight pattern. It was very thuddy but very little sting. I concentrated on each tiny kiss of the hide, losing myself in the sound and rhythm.


  A tingling sensation of warmth skittered along my nerve endings from the base of my spine to the back of my head, and as the blows continued to rain down, growing in intensity, my body swayed in an erotic dance. The sound of hide against flesh a melody as the hypnotic rhythm moved down my back and across the globes of my ass, the tempo changing only slightly as the flogger made its way down my thigh, to begin its journey upward once more.


  "God, you're so beautiful like this, Gunny. So sexy," Mac purred, his voice tight with arousal.


  I couldn't speak, only moan my pleasure as I began to float, the chains binding my wrists and ankles the only thing keeping me anchored. All sense of time or place was meaningless as the flogging increased in intensity and then peaked. No thoughts, no physical awareness of my body, even the sound of hide against skin was lost. It was as if a thick blanket of warmth cradled me and I soared to that special place only Mac could send me.


  How long I hung there in a suspended state, my body both the music and the dance, I couldn't swear. I only knew when the cloud around me changed, became a heavier weight, and then solid arms wrapped around me, heat against the sensitive flesh of my back.


  "Come back to me, Gunny."


  "Mmm," was the first sound I could pull from my dry throat.


  "That's it," Mac encouraged, his breath warm and sweet against my ear. His hands slid up my arms until our hands met and he entwined our fingers. We were skin to skin from head to toe. I had no idea when he lost his pants, but I was very much aware of his hard cock pressing against the crease of my ass.


  Mac kissed down my neck, stopping briefly to suck and nip. I could feel the blood being pulled to the surface, teeth scraping then wet lips soothing the spot before he continue to kiss across my jaw. I turned my head, meeting his lips, and I moaned a soft needy sound and opened my mouth wide to take Mac's tongue. Fingers teased the hairs of my forearms, sliding downward as Mac continued to kiss me. A complete exploration of my mouth, demanding, pushing for more, and I gave back as good as I got. Loving the way Mac battled, taking control of something as simple as a kiss.


  Mac bit my lower lip, our stubbled jaws rasping against each other as he moved to rest his head on my shoulder. His hands moved from my arms to my chest, down my stomach and, thank fuck, wrapped around my weeping cock.


  "You're so hard. God I love your cock."


  Mac's large hand stroked gingerly down my erection. I needed more, more friction, more… Fuck I just needed more. My hips started to thrust of their own accord, a hiss escaping me as the abused flesh of my back slid along the sweat-dampened hairs on Mac's chest. It felt so fucking good and I whimpered, "Please, Sir," my voice rough and low. "Don't you want to fuck me, Sir? God…" I swallowed hard. I sounded needy and wanton and I didn't care. I wanted Mac in me, filling me. "Sir? Please."


  Mac groaned, his slick fingers shaking when he swiped them against my crease, one sliding into me, and I knew I had won. Without another word, he pushed his cock into me, stabbing into my ass in one hard thrust.


  I howled from the intensity, the stretch and burn, tossing my head from side to side as the pain mingled with the pleasure in just the perfect combination.


  "Mine," Mac growled, emphasizing his words with a brutal thrust of his hips.


  "Yes!" My hands curled into fists, rocking back as hard as I could, needing Mac deeper. Wanting him to crawl inside me, touch my very fucking soul that he was the master of. "Yes… So very much yours."


  I started to tremble as the rightness of the words flowed over me. My breathing was harsh and labored, my ass, back, and lungs were burning, and still I wanted more. Mac was pure animalistic power as he plowed into me. One hand tightly wrapped around my cock, stroking me in perfect sync with his thrusts, his other hand splayed wide across my stomach.


  The room stank of musk and sweat, the air filled with grunts and groans. The sound increased each time Mac changed his angle, hitting that sweet, secret spot deep inside me. Each time I cried out, Mac pressed deep, his hips rolling and the short hair around his cock tickling against my crease. He pulled all the way out, my ass clenching, before the thick, flared head split me wide open again. Mac found his rhythm. My body instinctively followed his lead as he continued the mind-blowing game of thrust and retreat.


  I wanted so badly for it to last, the perfect connection between us to never end. But as my balls drew up tight against my body, a hard knot forming at the base of my spine, I knew it couldn't. The rush of urgent fire speeding like a freight train to my groin had me begging. No matter how I wished otherwise, I couldn't rein it in, couldn't stop it. "Please… can I… Mac… I can't…"


  I could barely form words, but Mac heard them, and just like always, knew exactly what I needed. He thrust as deep as he could and tugged at the ring around my cock until the snap gave away and it fluttered to the floor. "Come for me, Gunny. Give it to me, now!"


  I went rigid for a brief second, my head thrown back in a silent scream, teetering between pleasure and what lay beyond. One more hard thrust from Mac's powerful hips and I rushed headlong over the edge. My body spasmed as each wave of pleasure rolled through me as I shot, screaming Mac's name. My eyes rolled back in my head, a rush of heat filling my ass as Mac unloaded deep inside me, and I was flying again.


  It took a while before I finally slumped back against Mac's chest, breathing harshly and my entire body trembling with bone-deep satisfaction. Mac kissed the side of my neck, painting kisses down my body as he released one strap from my ankle and then the other before once again giving me his full body to lean against. He crooned incoherent praises against my cheek as he removed the blindfold and hit the quick release on the restraints around my wrists. Mac pulled me tighter against him, holding most of my weight as he guided me to the sofa and curled around me. I was boneless, sated, and content to let him hold me as I basked in the afterglow. Savored Mac.


  ****


  The great thing about Mac is he doesn't need to fill each moment with mindless chatter and noise. He let me spend the rest of the day enjoying my blissed out state with a big goofy grin on my face. We spent time washing each other in the shower, curling up together on the couch watching movies, and just enjoying being in each other's company. However, no matter how peaceful or deep the state of calm Mac could induce in me, it never lasted forever. It couldn't. Reality sneaks back in to fuck with the calm, and doubt is an uneasy and disheartening frame of mind to be in. In fact, it sucks!


  "How do you want to celebrate our retirement? Big party? Vacation?" Mac asked as we were lying in bed later that night.


  The first thing that came to mind was, I don't. I didn't want things to change, and would gladly enlist for another four years if things could just stay the same between Mac and me. And for a split second, I wished 'Don't Ask Don't Tell' would not be repealed. It was selfish and disgusting, but I like to think it was the panic at the thought of losing Mac that was doing the wishing and not the real me.


  "I don't know," I admitted honestly.


  Mac lifted his head from where he'd been resting it on my chest and met my eyes. "Hey, I know you've been kind of nervous about retiring, but think of it as the next adventure in our lives. It's going to be fun."


  Fun wasn't the first word that came to my mind. I didn't find the prospect of being middle-aged and single fun at all. I tried to keep all traces of emotion off my face, but I don't think I succeeded. When Mac leaned up, kissed me, and said, "You'll see." I knew I hadn't hidden those unsettling feelings very well at all.


  Mac's eyes went wide and he got that sly grin on his face that I loved so much. The one that told me one of his outrageous ideas was being formed. "I got it. I think we should do both!"


  "Both?" I asked confused.


  "Yeah, party and vacation. It's not just our retirement we're celebrating but the repeal of that bullshit law." His voice got excited, his words coming faster. "I think when we go to Lejeune for our exit ceremony we should go in full support of the repeal. Oh fuck, Gunny!" Mac hooted. "You and I walking on stage hand-in-hand. Now that's a hell of a way to leave a lasting impression. Two, twenty-plus career Marines, decorated Marines I might add, who served honorably. I think that sends a pretty loud message to the idiots who don't think queers should serve in the military, don't you? C'mon, Gunny, we got to do this." Mac's eyes lit up. "We can then combine our vacation celebration with our honeymoon. Kill two birds with one stone." Mac's grin grew brilliant. "And you said I never worry about saving money."


  I was being sucked right into Mac's enthusiasm and infectious smile, but when the word honeymoon came out of his mouth, my smile fell and my heart landed in my gut with a thud. I couldn't fucking breathe. No way had I heard him right. I wanted to ask him what he'd said, to clarify, but my throat had constricted.


  "Gunny, you okay?" Mac asked, concerned.


  I opened my mouth and closed it a couple of times, but nothing came out.


  "Jesus," Mac growled and sat up in bed, straddling my hips and grabbing my face in both of his hands. "What the hell, Gunny? You have a fucking heart attack on me now and I will so kick your ass."


  He stared at me with a panicked look, which was fine by me because I was panicking the fuck out. Did I dare to hope he was serious? Finally, I was able to squeeze out, "Honeymoon?"


  "You don't want to marry me?" Mac sounded genuinely hurt, which just confused me all the more.


  My heart was still flopping around erratically but at least I was able to push through the shock and find my voice. "First of all, you didn't ask me, and second, I am not going to marry you just to flip off the fucking Corps. It's not even legal."


  "Neither was being openly gay in the military until now. Shit's changing, Gunny, and for the better. We might not be able to legally marry but that doesn't mean we can't commit our lives to each other and who knows, maybe one day…" An odd expression twisted Mac's face, the hands on my face tightened, and he arched a brow. "Wait a minute. What the hell did you mean, 'just to flip off the Corps'?"


  I grabbed his wrists, forcing him to ease up. "You can't expect me to say we're married just to send a message, that's just" —that would just rip out my heart— "wrong. You can't send a positive message with a lie. And since when are you the poster boy for gay rights?"


  I was getting irritated, my skin warming with anger. It wasn't Mac's fault. He wasn't the one who had started to expect more from our relationship. Rationally, I knew that. Yet, even though my head knew it, my heart wasn't playing along. It was holding on to hope.


  "Our marriage wouldn't be a lie just because the government doesn't recognize it. We would know it was real."


  "Wait… what…" Oh Christ, Mac looked serious. His jaw was set in defiance, and I couldn't find a trace of humor as I searched his hazel eyes. My head was spinning, trying to get a grasp on the direction this conversation had gone. For months, I'd been setting myself up for his leaving. "You don't have to settle for fucking your best friend anymore, you can have anyone you want," I said, confused as hell.


  Mac shifted until his legs stretched out between mine, holding his upper body up on his forearms, and his lips inches from mine. "I've been a fucking basket case the last few months, couldn't figure out what the fuck was wrong with me. I mean, how many people can retire at forty-one with a damn good pension, a sweet savings account, and can finally do whatever they want, when they want? What was there to be freaking out about, right?


  "Then it hit me, I don't want things to change between us. I mean, I know why we originally stopped fucking with other guys, but it's not like that anymore, Gunny. I'm not settling for my best friend, I'm fucking crazy in love with him." He leaned down and brushed his lips against mine. "We never talked about being a couple. Hell, we weren't allowed to be, but we were. Whatever description you put on what we have doesn't matter; we were and still are a couple. I've always loved you. Twenty-two years I've loved you and I want to spend the rest of my life with you as my best friend, my boy, my lover, and my husband." He kissed me again. "Marry me, Gunny."


  It was as if a great weight was lifted from my chest. Months I'd been worrying about my future, driving myself out of my fool head crazy. He was right. We were a couple, I just hadn't ever allowed myself to believe it or to even hope for it. I was so overcome with emotions I could barely talk. I kissed his lips and stroked his cheek. "Yes!"


  Mac's smile was brilliant when he said, "I can't wait for the Corps to hear what we're going to be doing beyond duty."
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  BLOOD IN THE WATER


  by Megan Derr
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  It's a bright, clear day; the perfect day for the beach. A dark-haired man lies on the sand, the tide washing over him. He is naked, well-tanned, and in very good shape. He is lying on his back, but is partially sitting up to stare at something off in the distance.
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  Dear Author,


  My sister has always been of the romantic sort. She fell in love with a prince and made a deal with the sea witch that she could make him fall in love with her as well. But it's been a month and so far she has failed. Unable to see her broken hearted and knowing that she would soon be claimed by the sea witch, the three eldest sisters presented her with a knife to kill him.


  She loves him too much to do so and now the task falls to me. If I can kill the prince, my sister will be safe to mend her broken heart. And what does it matter, he is only human. The human that rejected my sister and put her in the situation.


  But I'm beginning to realize that the prince is far more than simply human to me. And I think I'm losing my heart to him as well.


  Sincerely,


  Isabella
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  BLOOD IN THE WATER


  by Megan Derr


  Seree sat up with a groan and nearly fell right back down. Every last part of him hurt. He always thought he remembered the pain involved with turning human, with being human— until he had to do it again, and he screamed in agony until his throat was left raw and his eyes burned.


  The surf washed over him, taking away most of the blood left over from the transformation. He shivered, already cold in his human skin, disliking its vulnerability to the waters that were his home. Taking a deep breath, bracing himself, he slowly stood up on trembling legs. When he was certain his legs would hold, he waded into the water to wash off the worst of the sand and the remaining blood and residue of the transformation.


  He dove under the water and came back up, raking his fingers through his hair to get the sopping mess out of his face. Standing there, letting the tide wash over him, toes sunk into the sand, he stared out at the ocean he had to leave behind for a time. He'd only been human a matter of minutes, but his body ached to resume its natural form. Every movement hurt, and would continue to do so, until he resumed his true form.


  His fingers lightly stroked over the scars on his cheek, harsh slashes put there by a razor dagger to mark him as a warrior. He was his father's eldest child of fourteen, and he was the only one with the fortitude to turn human whenever it was necessary. He was also good at being human, whereas the others bungled more often than not. Seree did not see what was so difficult, but then, he could not understand why his sisters could not stay out of trouble to begin with, either.


  Savior from the Deep protect him from the idiocy of his siblings, especially his youngest sister, Lana. Why anyone left that child alone he would never understand. If he had his way, he would order her locked up in the darkest cell in the palace until she was capable of acting like an adult.


  Not that his other sisters were much better, stealing one of his special knives and giving it to her to kill the prince. Clearly they all thought it was still some sort of story or game and did not appreciate the price they would be paying in taking a life— though he doubted any of them could go through with it anyway.


  You don't understand. She loves him, and he broke her heart by not loving her back. Now she's trapped. What else were we to do?


  Seree sneered just thinking about the entire debacle of a conversation. No one fell in love on a moment, and no one of the Deep fell in love with a human. Well, not outside of overblown stories, anyway.


  Forcing himself to turn away from the sea, he waded back out of it, tracing the scars on his cheeks one last time: two sharp slashes on each side starting slightly below the eye and cutting all the way across his cheeks in a diagonal slash. Marks of honor that he had worked hard to earn. All so he could be reduced to bothersome tasks like getting his errant baby sister out of trouble. Again. Honestly, how difficult could it be for her to stay out of trouble for one day?


  Calling upon the magic bestowed with his marks, he dressed himself in human garments: dark brown breeches and high boots, a white shirt, and a dark, sea-green jacket. The clothes of a modest gentleman— respectable, but ultimately forgettable. He lightly touched the cluster of pearls nestled in the folds of silk at his throat, a habit of old from days when human clothes had been a strange, awkward thing.


  Next, he retrieved his knives from where he had thrown them in the sand while he went through the agony of transformation. Eight sheaths, the last empty, arranged on a holster that strapped into place so the knives lay neatly across his shoulder blades within easy reach.


  Drawing a deep breath, he let it out slowly and finally left behind the relative safety of the beach.


  Noise. It was one of the most difficult things to become accustomed to. Sound worked differently in the Deep, and the chaos of it on land left his head throbbing from over-stimulation. Combined with the way his body ached constantly, unhappy to be stuck in a foreign shape, it was a mystery to him why so many of his kin wanted to be human.


  If his information was correct, his sister was in the palace. He still was not certain if she had fallen in lovewith a prince on purpose, or if she had learned that happy fact later. Seree ignored his surroundings as best he was able, lingering only long enough to figure out where to find the palace.


  Nearly two hours later he did, finally, manage to reach the palace. It was remarkably plain for a palace. He had expected something towering and lavish, made of white, shining stone and decorated with colored glass, banners, flags… Wasn't that the point of castles, to be over the top and ridiculous?


  But the building before him was made of wood and stone identical to that which built the town he'd left behind. Nothing more than climbing roses covered much of the walls in a rainbow of red, pink, orange, white, and yellow blossoms. It was three stories high and as long and wide as perhaps four of the townhouses he'd passed.


  Seree was pretty certain fifty of it could have fit in the other palaces he had visited.


  Climbing the steps up to it, he sketched a half-bow to the two guards at the entrance. "I beg your pardon," he said, speaking slowly and precisely, his tongue just not used to human languages after he had been in the Deep for so many decades. "I am here to visit Lady Lana. Please inform her that her brother has arrived to take her home."


  Their eyes widened as they looked at him, taking in his scars. "I will let her know you are here, my lord." One of the guards slipped inside the palace, and Seree drew back enough the other guard relaxed slightly. He had no desire to threaten anyone— yet.


  After a couple of minutes, the first guard reappeared and gestured for him to come. "She will see you at once, my lord."


  Yes, she would, or she would be in for a great deal worse than a lecture. Seree followed the guard down a hallway decorated with nothing more than flowers, shells, and a smattering of paintings. All in all, the palace had the feel of an oversized beach cottage.


  The guard led him into a small room filled with sunshine and furniture enough for a small group of people. Lana rose from the sofa as the guard left, the door clicking shut behind him. "Seree!" she said and then burst into tears and covered her face.


  Seree stifled a sigh, dreading the childish apologies and pleas that would follow because his sisters were always very sorry for the way their plans went wrong, but never really sorry they'd done it, and he was tired of the excuses. Did they never think?


  He strode to the sofa and first scooped up the black-bladed knife lying on the couch, wanting to shake her just for being that careless. He slid it into its sheath beneath his jacket to join its brothers and sisters, then finally turned to Lana and pulled her into a hug. "I'm here. I'll fix everything, so stop crying Lana."


  "You don't understand," Lana said softly, and the tone was so lacking in her usual whining and pleading that it stopped him short. She looked up at him, eyes wet, and he realized for the first time that her crying was quite different than usual. Quieter, sadder, less like a girl upset she'd been caught. "I messed up," she said, drawing back, hands twining together in front of her and tangling in the fine linen of her gown. "I don't love him quite the way I thought I did, and he will never love me, and now because I did not listen, one of us… one of us… I do not want to kill him, but I do not want to die."


  Seree gently took her hands, squeezing them in his own. "So you realize all that you've done wrong, Lana?"


  She looked up, fresh tears falling, but met his gaze unflinching. "Yes, Seree. I am sorry."


  He kissed her forehead. "I'll take care of it— don't I always? But it is long past time that you went home."


  Her brow furrowed. "But I can't, that's why—"


  "I said I'd take care of it," he said, actually managing a faint smile. "I can't break the sea witch's spell, but I have a plan. First, we need to arrange for your abrupt need to go home. What do you do here in the palace all day?"


  Lana smiled crookedly. "I sing, of course. They think I washed up in a shipwreck and that I was running away from home. My family is very strict, you see, and I'm terrified now that they'll never forgive me my brash behavior."


  He rapped her lightly on the forehead with his knuckle. "Clever. But I'm afraid your family has hunted you down and you must be going home. Father is quite distraught."


  "I know," Lana said softly, her momentary levity falling away. "I'm sorry."


  Kissing her forehead again, he hugged her. "At least you've learned something, huh, jellyfish?"


  She sniffled. "What are you going to do?"


  "Get you home, first. Then I will deal with the sea witch's spell."


  "You can fix it?" she asked, looking up at him the way she had when she was little, like she thought he was the most amazing brother in the ocean. He'd hated it when she'd started to regard him the same as everyone else: warily, never trusting or liking his knives, his magic. The same way he knew they had looked at his mother before she'd fallen ill and died. The way they never looked at his stepmothers and his half-siblings, though he never considered them merely half.


  He mustered a smile for her. "Of course I can fix everything."


  She laughed, relieved and delighted. "She said he must fall in love with me if I wanted to stay on land forever, and that if I failed to do so in three months, then I must kill him if I wanted to live and return to the sea. I knew you'd be able to outsmart her!"


  The smile was harder to maintain, but as exasperating as she could be, he would do anything to keep her looking at him as if he was a wonderful big brother and not merely a frightening half-brother born from the sea witch's daughter. "I'm smarter than everyone, haven't you learned that yet? Now, give me your hand— the one she cut."


  Lana held out her left hand, displaying the long, thin scar that cut diagonally across it starting just below her first finger. Seree reached beneath his jacket and pulled out a knife with a deep blue blade. Cupping her hand in his, ignoring the way she shivered slightly, he slit the scar open anew. As the blood pooled in her palm, he slit his own left hand, riddled with more scars than he could count, and joined their bloody palms.


  He could feel the spell— the curse— placed on her, like swimming into a patch of freezing water in a warm current or into a dark cave only to find too late that someone within had rotted to pieces. Repressing a shudder so as not to alarm her, he began to chant a spell of exchange, still clutching the blue-bladed knife.


  When it was done, the curse struck him like a blow, leaving him momentarily breathless and weak. He released his knife, dropped to the sofa, and curled in on himself as the poisonous magic wove its way through him.


  "Are you okay?" Lana asked tearfully, petting him cautiously, fluttering about.


  "Fine," Seree said. "Just a little out of breath; I haven't taken a curse in a long time."


  She sniffled and hugged him, then picked up his knife with finger and thumb and handed it back. "I don't understand how you can use those awful things. The black one felt all… crawly, in my hands. Like it wanted to get away or something."


  "It's the Blade of Sacrifice," Seree said. "It wants life blood. You're lucky that it did not get the better of you and take what it wanted."


  "It— it can do that?" Lana paled.


  Seree nodded. "The Blades of Magic have a will of their own. They are not mere knives. Pay more attention to your lessons, Lana. You should have already known that."


  He expected her to make a face or roll her eyes, but she only nodded. "I'll listen. I'm rather tired of adventures right now."


  "Good," he said and stood up. "Let us get you back to the—" He broke off as the door opened and someone stepped inside.


  "Lana! They told me a stranger had come to see you, and I had to come at once to make certain…" He trailed off, eyes going wide when he saw Seree.


  Whoever he was, he was beautiful for a human. Small and finely built, skin the color of wet sand with a touch of sun-gold, dark gold hair, and eyes the blue of the deepest parts of the sea. He wore sand-colored breeches and a white linen shirt and nothing else. Seree found it hard to look away.


  "Highness," Lana said, slipping away from Seree to greet the young man. Highness. This was the prince? He was as incongruous as his palace. "I did not mean to disturb you, Highness. I am quite well. This is my eldest brother, Lord Seree Knarian. Seree, this is Prince Aimé LeVaughn."


  Seree bowed. "An honor to make your acquaintance, Highness."


  To his astonishment, Aimé flushed. "Uh— the honor is mine, my lord. Lady Lana always spoke well of you when she said very little at all about the rest of her family. I am glad you have come to see her." Sadness flickered across his face. "Oh, I suppose this means you are going home?"


  "I must, your Highness, I am sorry. Apparently my family is more distraught than I believed about my absence."


  Another sad look, tinged with wistfulness, flickered across Aimé's, face. "Then certainly you should go, Lana. One should always take hold of a chance to be with family." He kissed her cheek and hugged her tightly. "I am glad you washed up on my beach, Lana. You've been like a sister to me. If ever you can visit, please do. I hope you are happy, wherever you go, whatever you do."


  Lana's eyes misted with tears. "Thank you, Highness. I wish all the same to you. If ever I can visit, you will get a letter informing you of such immediately." She kissed his cheek, then slipped back to Seree.


  "Have you gathered your things, Lana?"


  "I will see to it," Seree interjected. "I am seeing my sister off, but I must linger a few days to attend some business matters for my father. I'll see any belongings of hers are packed and shipped off and that I reimburse whomever I need for her care."


  Aimé shook his head. "No reimbursement required, but I do insist you stay as my guest while you are here, my lord. I could do no less for such a dear friend as Lana."


  Seree nodded. He should have been pleased everything was proceeding so smoothly. And until the prince had walked into the room, he would have been. Annoyed with himself, Seree bowed to the prince and said, "You're too kind, Highness. I can only accept such a gracious offer, thank you."


  "It's my pleasure," Aimé said with a smile, cheeks flushing again before he looked away. "I will go and see that a room is readied and, um, attempt to make myself respectable."


  Lana giggled when he had gone and cast Seree a sly look that he did not like to see on her young face. He narrowed his eyes. "What?"


  She rolled her eyes. "Oh, do not pretend not to have noticed."


  "Noticed what? That you were moonsick over a silly boy?"


  "No, urchin," she said, poking him. "The reason that he would never have loved me, even if I had really loved him."


  Seree raised his brows. "Because he still needs a nurse to put him to bed?"


  "Oh, for Deep's sake!" she said, throwing up her hands. "You're such a starfish! The reason he has no interest in sanding me—"


  "Language!" Seree snapped.


  She rolled her eyes and continued as though he had not spoken, "Is because he clearly is more interested in being sanded by someone like you."


  "Language," Seree hissed again. "You're a princess of the Deep! Where in the ten seas did you learn such vulgar language? I will clam you myself if you do not stop this instant!"


  "I learned it by listening to you and the other warriors when I used to sneak into the armory and watch you practice," Lana replied, smiling.


  Seree pinched the bridge of his nose and prayed to the Savior for patience. "I'm not sure the Deep is better off having you back," he finally said and took her arm, all but dragging her out of the palace. She finally twisted free once they were away from it and scowled at him before brushing out her skirts and setting a more sedate pace.


  They made it back to the beach in less than half the time it had taken Seree to find the palace. Lana abruptly threw herself at him, hugging him tightly. "Thank you for saving me," she whispered, then drew back. "And Aimé. I don't know how you're able to overcome the curse, but I should have known you would. Nobody knows magic better than you, Seree. I'll see you soon!" She kissed his cheek, then stripped of her clothes and waded out until the water was deep enough for her to dive.


  Leaving Seree on the beach, feeling wretched and lost. His plan had been to trade places with his sister, send her home, and then go back to slit the throat of the worthless prince.


  Except the prince was not what he had expected, and his sister had just ruined everything. Why was she so good at that?


  Heaving a long sigh, Seree trudged back up the beach and back to the palace.


  ****


  A week had passed. He had another six days left before the three months stipulated by the curse were up and the curse killed him. He could feel it in his blood, writhing, waiting. It should have been such a simple matter to find the prince alone somewhere, slit his throat with the black-bladed knife, and be free. He had killed numerous humans in the past, vile bastards who tricked or hunted merfolk, hurt them for reasons of greed.


  And that, right there, was his problem. One week was a trivial amount of time, but it was enough to know that Prince Aimé was as innocent as Lana. He might have been human, but he acted like no human Seree had ever met. He stirred the same protective instincts as Seree's impetuous sisters… and roused feelings never before woken by a human.


  Seree heaved a sigh and braced his arms on the railing of his little balcony, looking out over the ocean. Moonlight glistened over dark, calm seas, and the salty air was at once both balm and tease. His body ached constantly from being forced into an unnatural state, and it had gotten worse the moment he'd taken over Lana's curse.


  The curse craved the human— one way or another. Seree did not know what to do. He might not have hated the human, but he was not in love either. Had never been in love, even with another of his own kind. As near as he could tell, love was for fools. Look at what happened to his sisters whenever they went in pursuit of it, and his father was on wife number three and child number fifteen.


  Seree shuddered just thinking about it and tried to think about something else. Like how to get out of the mess he was in without killing an innocent prince or himself.


  Movement caught the corner of his eye, and he watched as Aimé slipped from the palace and down to the private beach behind it. He sat down in the sand with his legs bent, arms across his knees, just close enough to the water that the tide lapped at his feet.


  Seree's skin prickled with awareness. It would be easy to slip down to the beach, lower the prince's guard, and bare his blood to the moon, give his life to the sea. It would take only moments, and Seree would be home before his sisters stirred from their slumber. Lana would never know.


  His stomach churned at the thought, remembering a week of smiles and flushed cheeks, a young man who seemed so quiet, but clearly was filled with life. A man who looked sad when he thought no one was watching and rarely slept at night. Seree had thrown away too many opportunities to kill him, but could not make himself take this one.


  Stifling a sigh, he abandoned his balcony and made his way down to the beach. Though he made no sound in the soft, giving sand, Aimé half-turned and saw him, breaking into a smile. "Seree."


  "Highness," Seree murmured and joined him at the water's edge, standing so that the tide came up to his shins when it reached for the shore. "Can't sleep? You seem to struggle with that a lot."


  "I was never much for sleeping at night," Aimé said with a shrug. "I manage well enough."


  Seree turned to face him, one corner of his mouth tilting up in a half-smile. "It sounds like you have a restless mind."


  For a single moment Aimé looked as though he was going to cry— but then he regained control, schooled his features, and only gave a shaky laugh. "My grandmother used to say the same thing. She said I reminded her of her father, who could not sleep without his wife beside him."


  "Yes, my father is much the same," Seree said. "Though he is on his third wife. My mother was his first, but she died of illness when I was very young. His second wife died three years ago, attacked by—" He bit off the words 'a shark' and corrected himself to, "while she was sailing."


  Aimé looked at him in dismay. "I'm so sorry! That must have been terrible for you and Lana."


  "Harder for Lana; I was too young to remember my mother's passing well." Seree sat down beside him in the sand and finally surrendered any thought of killing the prince. He couldn't do it. His opinion of humans was not high, but he was not as blind as some of his fellows in thinking all humans were the same.


  He had six days to find another solution, and if he did not find it… well, he hoped someone worthy took up his knives and his duties. Seree looked out at the ocean and tried not to let the fear gnawing at him take control. He had faced death before and managed to live. He would not let his grandmother's stupid curse end him.


  "I was sent here as punishment," Aimé said softly.


  Seree turned, surprised by the words— and yet not. The remote location, the simplicity of the 'palace', the lack of an army of servants, the absence of friends and peers… It all added up to something, he had just never quite figured out what. Punishment seemed so obvious, suddenly, but it had never occurred to him someone so sweet would be in that much trouble. "Why?"


  "I'm an embarrassment to my family," Aimé said, and though it was too dark to tell, Seree was absolutely certain those fine cheeks had flushed again. "My grandmother was… eccentric was the kindest word anyone ever used. She was an only child and very close to her mother, my great grandmother." He licked his lips, looked at Seree, and then looked away. "My grandmother was also very close to me. She would tell me stories all the time about her mother, about growing up here— this is her 'getaway palace' as she used to call it. Anyway, her stories were always about my great grandparents. Her favorite was about how they met here, how her mother washed up on shore after a shipwreck."


  The words made the back of Seree's neck prickle. Aimé glanced briefly at him again, then looked away, and the growing sense of alarm Seree felt increased. Before he could figure out what to say or do, Aimé continued, "She couldn't speak when they found her— my great grandmother. For two months she spoke without words, and my great grandfather fell in love with her. Then a witch appeared and tricked him away, and my great grandmother nearly died before he broke free of the witch's spell."


  "How did he break free of it?" Seree asked, though he already knew the answer.


  "A great ship set sail, the couple to be wed at sea, and my great grandmother, in her despair, threw herself overboard. My great grandfather saw, realized she was going to drown, and it broke the hold the witch had on him. He saved my great grandmother, who regained her voice, but it was too late for her to keep her human shape. Because, you see, she was a mermaid and had fallen in love with a human, and a cruel spell was her only chance to win my great grandfather and stay as a human at his side."


  "And she returned to her natural form until her father the king took pity and surrendered her forever to the land," Seree finished. "Your great grandmother was Princess Beltana." He stared at Aimé and jolted at the expression on his face. "You know what I am. What Lana is— you've always known, haven't you?"


  Aimé shrugged. "I wasn't certain with Lana. The shipwreck story was a bit odd, but the running away from home seemed honest. She seemed very comfortable as a human. But you…" He reached out and traced the warrior marks carved into Seree's cheeks. "My grandmother told me many stories of the warrior mages of the Deep. The marks, the colored blades, the ferocity in their eyes."


  Seree pulled away, embarrassed and more affected by that light touch than he liked to admit. Ferocity of his eyes? What did that mean? Humans were so strange. "You're very clever, Highness. I never once had an inkling you knew me true."


  "I was banished here because I believe in stories of merfolk— stories of the Deep, my grandmother used to call them. She begged my parents to promise that when she died her ashes would be given to the sea. They buried her in the royal tomb, but I stole her favorite necklace and threw it in the sea here. I hope that was enough. Do you think… anyway, that is why they banished me. I believe the stories and tell them to everyone. I'm the laughing stock of the court, and some of the nobles went too far in their pranking, and I… reacted poorly. People were hurt. I was sent here until my parents could figure out what to do with me."


  He looked up at Seree, the desperate, plaintive look on his face nearly painful to look upon. "I'm not crazy, right? You are of the Deep? They aren't just stories told to a gullible grandson?"


  Seree traced the lines of Aimé's face, unable to resist, soothing him almost as he might sooth one of his sisters. "Yes, prince," he said softly. "I'm a warrior of the Deep, marked and granted magic and meant to protect and serve the ten seas."


  "Let there be no blood in the water, lest it be rightfully spilled," Aimé breathed. "That's what grandmother used to say."


  Hearing his warrior vows spoken in Aimé's quiet voice was Seree's undoing. He cupped Aimé's face, tilted it up just so, and kissed him. His lips were soft, the softest thing Seree had ever touched. He twisted his fingers into Aimé's hair, held him close, and deepened the kiss to explore the warm mouth beyond those addictive lips.


  Aimé shifted slightly, upsetting their balance, and the kiss broke as Seree fell to the sand. Aimé stared down at him, wide-eyed, lips wet. He licked them, and Seree was not certain how he was supposed to resist that, so he didn't. Instead, he dragged Aimé down and succumbed once more to the warmth and eagerness of his kisses.


  It was far too easy to drown himself in Aimé, smooth his hands over the warm, pliant body that draped over him, score the fine skin with his sharp teeth. He ignored the stern voices in his head in favor of listening to every sweet moan and gasp Aimé gave him. The silly thing never wore much in the way of clothes, but then again Seree had never understood why humans preferred to wear so many layers.


  He got their breeches open with minimal difficultly and drew their cocks out, stroking them together, moaning himself when Aimé drew back enough to help, and it did not take long at all before they spilled, messy and wet and it was the finest thing Seree had felt in longer than he cared to dwell upon. He lapped lazily at Aimé's lips, relishing the flavor and heat of him.


  Too soon, the chill of the air and water, the rub of sand returned to his awareness. Seree stripped off his shirt to clear away the worst of the mess, then got them both to their feet. Aimé fit against him far too well, and Seree floundered, not certain what to do with him.


  Aimé kissed him. "So what brings you to land? My grandmother said warriors seldom rise to the surface, and then only to save their own or kill…" He drifted off and looked up at Seree—then stiffened at whatever he saw in Seree's face. "You came to kill me? I assumed you just came to fetch your sister; I could not puzzle out why you would linger so long when she was gone."


  He drew back, jerking his arm away when Seree reached for him—but he didn't run, as Seree expected, just looked at him as though Seree had betrayed him.


  Seree supposed that, in some way, he had. "My sister fancied herself in love with you and made a bargain with the sea witch to turn human when my father told her he would permit no such thing until she acted like an adult. But the sea witch being who she is… my sister had three months to make you love her or she would die. Her only other option was to kill you. Obviously, it was not a choice she could make. So I came here and took the curse in her place."


  "So you freed her, then you were going to kill me to save yourself," Aimé said, and it was the calmness in his voice, the way he appreciated the logic, that cut Seree the deepest. "Are you going to kill me now?"


  "No!" Seree burst out, furious. "I would not—I would not do what we just did if I planned on killing you! I'm a man of honor. I do not deny I have my flaws and have made my mistakes, but I still have honor."


  Aimé nodded. "So you… you don't want to kill me? Does that mean…"


  "I am trying to think of another way," Seree said stiffly.


  "Oh," Aimé said, and he seemed to wither. He awkwardly adjusted his clothes and pushed his hair from his face, looking mussed, beautiful, and suddenly a hundred leagues away. "Um. I guess I should go to bed. Goodnight, Seree."


  Seree opened his mouth, but then closed it again and watched Aimé walk away. Why did he feel as though he had proven himself a disappointment? He had nothing to prove to a human, no matter how unusually sweet or intriguing. What was he supposed to have said? Wasn't it good enough that he wasn't going to kill him? What did Aimé expect, for Seree to love—


  Oh, no. He pinched the bridge of his nose. Savior of the Deep spare him the flashflood emotions of young people. They had known each other a week; only a young fool would think that time enough to fall in love!


  Heaving an aggravated sigh, cursing himself for succumbing to a temptation that had done nothing to help the matter— it was clear who the real fool was in the entire debacle— he trudged his way back to his room to try and get some sleep.


  ****


  There were two days left, and Seree was ready just to drown himself and call it done. Worse, he was thinking of contacting his grandmother. Oh, the way she would laugh at him—and set him up to suffer a fate far worse than death. The revenge she had not been able to enact upon her traitorous daughter she would happily enact upon her despised grandson.


  His father would kill him.


  No matter how he looked at it, he was dead. Seree scrubbed at his face in frustration, then dropped his hands and went back to cleaning his knives. They didn't really need it, but the motions made him feel better, reminded him he was not normally so hopelessly incompetent.


  He picked up a clean white cloth and gave the knives a last going-over before tucking each into its sheath: White for healing, violet for calling, blue for exchange, green for deception, yellow for protection, orange for binding, red for pain, black for sacrifice. Each knife took years to earn, longer to truly understand.


  When they were clean, he replaced them on his back and shrugged into his jacket. Three days, and his options were nonexistent. All he really needed to decide was how he wanted to die: the sea, his own hand, a bargain with the witch, or let his father strangle him for acting no better than his sisters.


  He was going to murder Lana; it was all her fault. He hoped father had locked her up and given the key to some dolphins. They lost everything, especially when told not.


  Father…


  There was an idea. Slightly better than the sea witch, anyway. Lectures and being laughed at hadn't killed him yet. At worst it would just make him wish he were dead and that could only help the situation.


  By the Savior, he was never again saving his sisters from anything. The next time one of them blundered into trouble, she was on her own.


  Well, there was nothing for it. He probably should have conceded defeat much sooner, but Savior did he hate looking like a fool in front of his father. Heaving a sigh, Seree left his room and walked slowly through the palace.


  He walked slowly primarily because he kept peering into every open door he passed, hoping to see the prince who had studiously avoided him the past few days. Every time he had tried to inquire as to where to find him, he'd been informed that the prince was busy and would see him when he had time.


  Seree was not certain what to think about that. He was going to die because he couldn't kill Aimé, and the bastard wouldn't even see him? Perhaps he was all too typically human, after all. But even as he thought it, he knew it wasn't true. Under the circumstances, Seree really could not blame him. Only miss him.


  Finally exiting the palace, Seree traveled around the city and then down to the miles upon miles of beach until he found the secluded little nook where he had first come from the water. He removed his knives, then stripped out of everything save his breeches, and retained those really on the unlikely chance someone came along. Modesty, he had found, was better to have when explaining one's strange behavior to humans.


  He pulled his sheath back into place, happier to have it against bare skin, the supple straps moving with him. Wading into the sea, he stopped when he was about hip deep. First, he drew his orange-bladed knife, pricked his thumb and let blood drip down to coat the blade. Then he drew it through the water, channeling his magic into a spell to calm the waters so that all was still around him.


  The spell took and poured through the blade, spilling orange spell-water into the sea, spreading out, and the water shimmered as it let itself be bound to stillness.


  Sheathing the orange knife, he drew the violet one and cut his palm. As his blood spilled and swirled in the water, he sliced the blade through it and said, "King of the Deep, a word if you please."


  His father's image appeared in the silt, a much older version of Seree: the blue-black hair was threaded heavily with white, the dark green eyes much deeper, much more lined with age. But he was still a long way from dying, still proudly and ably wore the crown of the ten seas. "That's not how that summoning goes."


  "I'm not saying 'I beg you hear my plea' to my father," Seree snapped. "If this is how you're going to act, then never mind. I don't need your help."


  "Oh, stop thrashing," Meris said with a laugh.


  Seree stepped back as his father accepted and finished the spell of calling, strongly reconsidering summoning his grandmother instead. Water splashed about, nearly knocking Seree over despite his precaution, and then the King of the Deep was before him. He looked concerned and amused, and Seree definitely should have gone with the grandmother who hated him. "Seree, the last time you came to me with a problem, you were still a boy and had to be dragged in by my guards and forced to hold still."


  "I still maintain I could have managed that giant squid on my own," Seree said tersely.


  Meris' slow grin spread across his face, and he reached out to pat Seree's cheek affectionately. "Nothing at all like your sisters, hmm? So whatever is the matter that you would actually call me all the way up here to discuss it? Has something gone awry with the curse you're breaking for Lana?"


  "I can't kill him," Seree said. Despite himself, he immediately felt better just being able to discuss it. "He's not the kind of human that deserves to die."


  "Oh, I see," Meris said. "Those are words I do not often hear from you— though I hear them from you more often than from your cousins."


  "I don't kill every human I come across, and I can't help that most of the ones I come across deserve to die."


  "So what makes this one special?"


  Ignoring the amused look on his father's face, Seree began to explain, ending with, "And he knows about us. His great grandmother was Beltana."


  Whatever Meris had been braced to say when Seree finished was immediately forgotten in his surprise. "Beltana? Are you certain?"


  "He told the story exactly, and he is not the kind to lie. He's the great grandson of Beltana."


  "But even before that, you did not want to kill him," Meris said pensively. "Your story got a bit murky there when you got to the night on the beach." His eyes glinted knowingly. "Clear that up a bit for me."


  "You are a sun-addled bastard," Seree said flatly. "This is precisely why nobody likes you."


  Meris snickered. "This is why my children all dislike me, which I am reasonably confident means I am doing my job as a father."


  "If you're just going to make fun of me, then I'll find someone else to talk to," Seree said, losing all patience and feeling slightly hurt. He was going to die and his father was making fun of him. Typical. His entire family had gone sun-mad. Or maybe they were drinking squid-ink wine again.


  He started to turn away, but Meris' large, firm hand wrapped around his forearm and stayed him. "Calm your waters, son. I do not want you to die, and I would never tease you so if I truly thought you were in such desperate straits. Law forbids I kill or harm your grandmother, but I will not let her kill one of my children, you know that. But I don't think that is necessary when the curse is much easier to break than that."


  Seree opened his mouth, then closed it again. "What do you mean? You know how to break the curse? As easily as that?"


  Looking amused again, Meris replied, "Seree, you're the best warrior in my palace, I daresay in my kingdom. You've served me faithfully since you were a boy, always there when I needed you— no matter what the reason, no matter what the cost."


  "Yes," Seree said, because obviously— what else was he supposed to do?


  "Did you know I sent your cousin Trel to land the other day over in the seventh sea?"


  Seree stared at him, confused by both the odd turn in conversation and the amount of wine his father must have drunk to think that was a good idea. Trel was hopeless when it came to acting like a human. Most of the others were. Seree had more knives than his father had warriors he could completely trust to go on land.


  "You weren't there," Meris said defensively. "It was him or the other cousin."


  His cousins numbered in the alarming digits, but Seree knew who he meant. But he really wasn't interested in discussing his sharky cousin. "I see. What does this have to do with my dying in two days? By the time you come to your point, I will be dead."


  Meris sighed, but he still sounded entirely too amused for Seree's taste. "My point is that, of all the men and women at my disposal, you are the only one who can pass as human with ease— who has no trouble being human. You know the ways of not just one sea, but of all of them. Your knowledge of them surpasses even mine. More and more of your duties involve going to land, despite the pain it must cause you."


  Seree opened his mouth, closed it, and then finally said, "As you say, no one else is good at it. I'm the best."


  "No one endures that sort of pain over and over again just because they're good at pretending to be human," Meris said. "No one suffers that amount of pain, time and again, for something they absolutely hate."


  Huffing in irritation, Seree said, "So what, I do it because I like it?"


  "You like being on land, Ser," Meris said. "I wondered if you knew it, and decided you must, because surely at some point in all these years you would have figured it out. Clearly, I gave you too much credit. Do you remember the way you used to demand bed time stories from me as a child?"


  "No."


  Meris smiled at him. "Your favorites were of those who journeyed onto land. You loved the story of Beltana, especially. After your mother died, you didn't want story times any more. You grew up way too fast and spent all of your time on work and duty. The only time you linger on anything is when you are on land."


  "I don't dawdle—"


  "I said linger, not dawdle," Meris said, levity turning into sternness. "There's a difference, Seree. You always linger. You say it is to be thorough, but you linger— savor. I'm not sure why you deny it to yourself, but you're drawn to the land."


  Seree shook his head, unable to say anything. "I'm not. I'm a warrior of the Deep, I protect—"


  "You've done enough protecting, Seree. When your mother admonished you to always take care of your family, she did not mean for you to sacrifice yourself. She would not want that."


  "Father—"


  "You called me up for advice, Ser, and I am giving it: whatever you tell yourself, you are not happy as you are. Content, maybe, but that is not the same thing. Your mother was the first to teach me the difference. Stop telling yourself what you think the rest of us want to hear and be honest." He patted Seree's cheek. "Amusing that I have so many children who think they want to be on land and must be fetched back, and the one child I have who would be happy up here tries to deny it. Your curse is easy to break, Seree." He nodded at something past Seree's shoulder. "Go talk to your pretty young man there."


  Seree whipped around, heard his father laugh, and felt him depart, but nearly all his attention was on Aimé. He stood far enough away not to have overheard; his expression was a tangle of curiosity, wistfulness, and resignation. His gold hair was loose around his shoulders, the morning breeze tugging at his loose shirt and flashing teasing bits of skin.


  Aimé tensed as Seree waded out of the water and walked up the beach to him. "I'm sorry— I didn't know— I just wanted to talk to you and then… was that the King of the Deep? He looks just like my grandmother described."


  "Yes, that was him," Seree said. "My father."


  "Oh!" Aimé said. "I didn't realize you were a prince, too." He laughed. "So why do you keep calling me Highness?"


  Seree's mouth quirked. "Deep royalty hardly has any meaning on land, Highness, and I prefer to pass unremarked."


  "I don't think you're very good at being unremarkable," Aimé said quietly.


  "No, I suppose not," Seree said, lightly touching the scars on his cheeks.


  Aimé flushed. "I didn't mean those. I just mean— you're you. Beautiful."


  Seree startled at the word, that Aimé would pay him any compliment. He dropped his hands and stared at Aimé in confusion. "I didn't think you wanted to see me anymore, Highness."


  "I felt like a fool," Aimé said. "There you were deliberating on whether or not to kill me, and I thought we were flirting the whole time. And then the beach… and I was convinced… but then you were dismissive about the possibility of, well, breaking the curse…" he drifted off, looking everywhere but at Seree.


  Well, didn't that make Seree feel like bottom-refuse all over again.


  Seree replayed his father's words over again in his mind. Thought of all the times he so quickly volunteered or agreed to go to the surface, despite the pain involved in the transformation. All the different cultures he had learned under guise of wanting to be the best at what he did.


  How tired he was of traveling ten seas to fix everyone else's problem.


  And then he thought of Aimé's smiles and how easy it was to return them. How easy it was to forget everything, but Aimé whenever he was in the room. The way just thinking about Aimé made everything better. How sweet he'd tasted, how well he'd fit in Seree's arms.


  He tilted Aimé's chin up, kissed him, and felt the curse break and fade away.


  


  THE END
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