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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 shined 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 Three


  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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  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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  DELICIOUS SINN


  by Adrianna Dane
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  Shirtless leather-clad blond rocker, bound on his knees in a black-padded room, in submissive position, leather thong laced around left upper arm.
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  Dear Author,


  "How the fuck did I get into this predicament? And look at that fucker, standing behind me with that shit ass grin on his face. When I agreed to go to a party with him after the bar closed, I had no clue that this was the party.


  Jesus, he was so god damn sexy in the bar though. He had to be at least 5 years younger, perfect chiseled body. And when we kissed? Fuck! I couldn't keep my hands off of his tight ass. Damn I wanted that... well, look who's in the opposite position.


  Fuck! Oh well. Sigh. Fine. Suck me. Fuck me. Make me yours. I don't fucking care anymore. Hopefully, I can walk out of here in the morning without too many bruises. Shit, maybe I'll even ask him for his number when this is over, huh? I bet that will shock the shit out of him."


  Here's some more of what I'd like: The MC must be a rocker-like dude, long hair either shoulder length like in the pic or a little longer. Color doesn't matter. He can have tats, etc. But I'd like both guys to be men... no crying, whining -- unless MC is begging "deeper, harder". Some light BDSM, tying, spanking, pulling of hair. Names don't matter.


  Have fun! :)


  Azalea
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  genre: contemporary
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  DELICIOUS SINN


  by Adrianna Dane


  CHAPTER 1


  Will took another sip of his beer, leaned against the bar, and watched the dancers gyrating on the dance floor. His sights were fixed to the tall blond with the wild, naturally curly hair, more wave than tight curl. There was an intensity about him. His black T-shirt, darkened and drenched with sweat, clung to his tightly-packed chest. Black leather pants settled close to lean hips, hugged his richly-muscled thighs, enhancing every nuance of swivel, screw, and thrust. Every flex of his tight ass as he whirled on the dance floor, drew hungry, covetous eyes from more than one corner of the nightclub.


  Will was a patient man, perhaps more so than most. He'd waited this long, a few more hours wouldn't hurt. The cold draft soothed his parched throat. His gaze circled the club, studied the occupants, then returned to the dance floor. Laced leather thongs encircled the rocker's bulging biceps, slender whips of leather trail free lashing, swinging with the heavy metal rhythm. A grin crossed the blond's features as a Medusa's Thorn tune blasted through the room; the blond's voice–as lead vocalist screamed the lyrics. Sinn Midnite, up and coming rhythm guitarist, lead singer, songwriter.


  Fuck me, beat me, you'll never keep me. A strong bass and gut-pounding drumbeat pulsed and throbbed through the nightclub igniting the dancers.


  The blond surged forward and cupped a hand around the nape of his dance partner, yanked him forward and ground his mouth against his partner's lips. The shorter, younger man was engulfed by the more assertive, tall blond. A thin reed blown, claimed, and tossed about by the fierce tornado; it gobbled him up with little compassion. Lust - dance lust - blood lust. Crushing force. The music screamed, it jarred, it incited.


  No way to break me, no way to destroy me. It'll be me killing you first.


  Blinding yellow and red lights strobed across the dancers. Will remained intrigued by the potent foreplay occurring on the dance floor. The smaller man with the straggly purple and black hair was no match for the more dominant blond. The younger man easily gave way beneath the dynamic dark energy of the rocker. Will surmised there was no way for him not to break beneath the driving onslaught. The possession would be fast and it would be final.


  The blond knew exactly how to play him. Or would have, if he hadn't lacked self-control. On stage, Sinn's angry forceful immersion into music worked for him. Here, that very same passion worked against him. An instrumental genius, most certainly. But here, with this instrument in his hand–this instrument of opportunity required a steadier hand than his–a very different sort of skill.


  The blond cupped his prey's ass, drew him up close until groins and rigid, clothed cocks ground together. It was apparently too much for the younger man. Too much excitement, too much rubbing, too much handling. His eyes rolled back. Will saw it, expected it.


  The man shuddered as he came; then sagged against the blond. Frustration was evident on the blond's face. Disappointment. Aggravation. Too fast, too easy. He shoved the man away. Still recovering from the throes of his orgasm, the man stumbled back, trying to catch himself before falling to the floor and being trampled by the other dancers. Already forgotten, the blond spun away, the man of no further concern to him, already used up, as he sought out other, more challenging quarry amongst the club-goers.


  Sinn wore his sexual intensity well. He exuded an irresistible animal charisma that was difficult to ignore. Of course, his notoriety didn't hurt anything either. Arising onto the Seattle rock scene seemingly out of nowhere, with the wild looks and predatory nature of a panther, the voice of a seductive exiled angel, and the rowdy demeanor of Satan's spawn, he'd easily garnered attention and had quickly earned himself a rabid following.


  Finally he strolled off the dance floor toward a black cocktail table where he picked up and drained a glass of beer. A waiter brought another as though magically summoned and set down the full glass to replace the empty.


  Another man, black ponytail, dressed in black jeans and ripped white T-shirt strolled up to the table. He stopped and with easy familiarity he stroked a big tattooed hand across Sinn's leather-encased ass. Sinn turned toward him; they exchanged a few words. He drew close to the man, then lunged like a rattler and bit his ear. The man jumped back, a hand raised to the wounded lobe. Sinn grinned darkly, then licked the blood droplets from his lips. The other man scowled and then stormed away, still cupping his ear.


  Sinn picked up the full glass and drained it. He wiped his glistening lips with his bare golden forearm. The laces of the leather thong swayed with his movement. He reared his head, narrowed his gaze, again ready for the hunt he tracked around the darkened recesses of the crowded room. Searching, trolling, assessing. A measure of boredom shaded his expression. To Will it seemed the actions of a desperate man. He looked for a challenge not really expecting to find one–perhaps not even knowing what would really satisfy him. Perhaps a prince–a dark one–looking for the perfect boot to thrust his princely foot into.


  Will's instincts, that of the patient hunter, knew it wouldn't be long—not long now. Tonight–it would be tonight. It was like a two-by-four slamming into his chest when Sinn's searching gaze landed on him. And lingered. An odd look crossed his features, a tension building in him as he straightened away from his table, peering fixedly across the length of the room.


  Will didn't move a muscle. He felt that gaze burn into him, raze across his face, down his chest, centering on the bulge stuffed behind the zipper on his blue denims. Seared down over his thighs, to his booted feet, and then slowly retracing the path back up Will's body, to linger on his face. The connection was more intense than anything Will had ever felt before. But then he shouldn't be surprised. He'd expected it. Known how it would be. Thought he'd be ready for it.


  He rested more fully back against the bar, thrusting his hips, knowing the outline of his erection riding just behind the zipper was no small enticement. It took every last ounce of determination to glance away from the blond, to circuit the room, to again lift the glass to his mouth, tilt his head back, exposing his throat, and drain the last of the beer from his glass.


  A good hunter knew enough not to spook his quarry. And Will came from a long line of some of the most skilled huntsmen and trackers there were. His father was paid a great deal of money for that very skill. Finally, Will set the glass down on the bar, and slowly he returned his attention back to Sinn. His heart plummeted–the blond was gone. Had Will overplayed his hand?


  "So, young thing, are you here with someone, or are you looking for a daddy to play with?"


  Will tensed; leisurely he turned toward the voice. His heart hammered in his chest.


  Keep it cool, do not overplay this. The man thinks he knows what he wants, but you know what he needs. Don't let him herd you down the wrong road.


  Will tried to listen to the cautionary words inside his head.


  Slowly he swiveled around to look at Sinn. He straightened away from the bar. Taller than some might have thought when he drew himself up to his full measure of height of six foot three.


  He stared down into Sinn's gray eyes, a half smile on his lips as he gazed at the older man. Will was maybe an inch taller than the blond–a good fit. Just enough–close enough–for the power play he was about to engage in. He arched a black brow, slipped his thumbs behind his leather belt, took up a languid stance as he stared at the blond.


  "You offering to be my daddy tonight?" He used his best cowboy western drawl.


  Sinn's silvery eyes flared as he met his look. Will saw just the slightest flicker of uncertainty in the gaze. Good.


  This close Will noticed the lines of age etched into the rocker's lean, wolfish face. His years of hard living and dissipation had given the man a bit of dissolute edge and weariness to his demeanor. He looked even older than the 33 years Will knew him to be.


  "Looking for someone who wants to party," Sinn said. "Thought you might be up for it." He shrugged, then glanced around the nightclub. "Lots of others I can find if you're not interested, boy."


  Boy. Will hadn't been called that for a few years now. Nope. He'd paid his dues and, though some might consider him young at 25, he didn't feel so very young. Living on a ranch didn't leave room for leisurely growing up even in the 21st century. For this man, this moment, he'd made a point of maturing quickly and getting the experience he knew he was going to need.


  He tilted his head, lightly stroked his fingers over the smooth leather of his belt. "From what I've seen, you're not having much luck in finding a playmate."


  "You've been watching me?" Sinn said in a soft, rather menacing tone.


  Will turned to survey the dance floor. "No more than anyone else. I'm particular on who I choose to...dance with."


  Sinn narrowed his gaze as he scrutinized Will. His stance altered to one of caution, and interest.


  "You're not so fresh-faced as you look, are you?"


  Will met the look head-on. "Fresh enough," he responded.


  Sinn took a step back. His expression turned guarded, but Will sensed interest. "Hmm. You seem familiar somehow, but then again, maybe not. You're not like the others I've met here."


  "Nope, I'm not." Will slowly pulled his hands free of his belt and swung away from the bar. He turned toward the dance floor, then glanced over his shoulder at Sinn.


  "Let's dance. Then we'll see how compatible we are." He sauntered toward the dance floor and didn't look back again. A small smile played around his lips. Tables turned nicely. He had Sinn Midnite right exactly where he wanted him. Focused on his ass and nowhere else. Soon... soon he'd have him on his knees and begging.


  ****


  To say Sinn was confused might be an understatement. To say he was aroused by the casual sexuality of the younger man would also be an understatement. He'd come to the club to get down for some raunchy sex after the show he and the rest of the members of his band, Medusa's Thorn, had just finished at another club. He'd learned this was the only way that came close to being satisfactory in order to dull the edge he maintained after a performance. Trolling the clubs had started to hold less and less enjoyment and more routine, and a certain ennui had set in. But somehow tonight felt different and he couldn't exactly put his finger on the reason for his heightened excitement about this stranger - not just yet.


  Medusa's Thorn had only just returned to Seattle three days ago and he was still hyped up from the tour in New Mexico. They were all jazzed, which is why they'd jammed at one of the smaller bars earlier in the evening. The New Mexico trip had been worthwhile, even though the van had broken down twice. Still, they'd been well received at the round of clubs. Nothing like the last tour of the worst roadhouses in Texas.


  He looked at the young thing he was hoping to pick up. No, that wasn't quite right, and he wasn't certain how it had happened, but instead of leading, he was now following that gorgeous ass out onto the dance floor. He was the one who usually led; how the hell did he end up in this position? For some reason, at the moment, it didn't matter. He was intrigued enough to follow. That hadn't happened often of late.


  There was something different about him. Very different. And yet, in some way vaguely familiar. He was more sophisticated than Sinn's usual sort. And yet, more down to earth. The usual guys he picked up tended to be hangers-on and groupies who followed the band. This guy was not that sort at all. In fact, he seemed really out of place in a nightclub like this, in the middle of Seattle. He belonged...outside...the rugged, cowboy sort. Yet more together than the ones Sinn had grown up with in eastern Montana.


  This guy really was bigger than life.


  Sinn's inner turmoil drifted away as he watched the younger man step onto the edge of the dance floor, stand, and wait for Sinn to join him as though he didn't have another care in the world. And in fact, he looked slightly remote. Sinn was definitely intrigued. He'd never been in quite this situation before. There was that danger element to it that he found irresistible.


  It was very late, near closing time, and the music changed to something slow and sensual. Sinn didn't do slow–he never slow danced. He never turned the volume down on his life–not once since he left eastern Montana. He kept the volume loud because it drowned out the past. He'd only notched it higher after his time in L.A. For him it was about survival.


  The young man held out his hand. Long arms, big hands, thick fingers. He held his hand low just about his ass, an invitation to Sinn. Both the hand and the ass.


  This was the moment–Sinn could either walk away or join the intriguing stranger on the dance floor. Something told Sinn he might be young, but he was definitely not inexperienced. He took a deep breath and then strode around in front of the younger man, ignoring his hand.


  "Do you know who I am?" he asked belligerently.


  The younger man just stared at him silently, waiting. It was a heavy hooded look; it was an intensely sexual look. It made Sinn's blood burn. The intentions, or lack of it perhaps made Sinn feel uncomfortable, ill-at-ease. He wanted this man to notice him, to want Sinn. As badly as Sinn wanted him. And strangely he had never wanted a man to want him more. He tried to shake himself free of the enthrallment, for that's the only word he could attach to his current state of mind.


  He drew himself up. "I'm Sinn Midnite." He jammed his thumb into his chest. "Lead guitarist for Medusa's Thorn. We're one of the hottest rock bands in this city right now. Who the hell do you think you are treating me like a lap dog? I'm nobody's dog. Boy."


  It should have worked. That power struggle, he felt it like an undertow, dragging at him. The balance should have shifted. Well, it had shifted all right, but not in quite the way Sinn had anticipated. The younger man's oddly powerful aura swelled stronger, instead of diminishing. Sinn felt the man sucking his energy, reeling him in like a hooked fish. Quite the experienced fisherman. Too experienced.


  The man reached out and took his time in untying the long leather thong from around Sinn's right bicep. He drew it off, tangled it around both his big sun-browned fists. Then he glanced at Sinn. A lazy, languorous look.


  "My name is Will. I'm not looking for a daddy tonight."


  Sinn's voice stuck in his throat. He watched as Will played with the thong, wrapping and tugging it tighter and tighter. Sinn's cock surged, he got so hard thinking about that thong, the man, and curiosity as to what he meant to do with the leather.


  Sinn licked his lips. "What are you looking for?" he asked. But something told him he already knew. This wasn't just any young man lounging around a bar, trolling for a good lay. This man was a skilled hunter, more so a hunter than Sinn had ever been or ever would be. And Sinn was trapped in his sights. This was a man he had to know about or he'd never forgive himself, and his memory and the what-might-have-beens would hound him just like Bobby's memory haunted him. He couldn't stand another one of those memories riding his back. "What do you want?" He waited, complacent as a dog awaiting its master's order.


  Will draped the thong around Sinn's neck. Sinn felt the unfamiliar weight of it. The thing itself was nothing, but the symbolism caught him in the chest. Every muscle tensed as LA memories clawed at the fringes of his mind. Will lightly brushed his fingers along Sinn's collarbone, the strokes soothing Sinn's tensions. Something about that touch bore deeply into Sinn. The younger man leaned closer, his lips next to Sinn's ear. His fingers on the lace tightened the leather around Sinn's neck. His voice was low and husky as he spoke into Sinn's ear.


  "Tonight, I'm looking for a bitch. Do you want to be my bitch, Sinn?" he asked mildly. He eased back and stared into Sinn's eyes. The thong dangled loosely around Sinn's neck. Sinn felt the weight of it burning into him, the heavy mantle of Will's dominance threaded through it, the arched brow, the slightly tilted head, the lusty question heavy in his eyes. The echo of the man's fingers stroked across his flesh quelled his LA memories. The combination left Sinn gasping for breath. A heat of desire burning him up inside. Commonsense, self-preservation, faded memories, all screamed at Sinn to run. But looking into those warm blue eyes, Sinn knew he wasn't going to walk away. Need and desire kept him firmly planted in place.


  The wrong move, the wrong look, the wrong utterance, and it would be over just like that. This man took no prisoners. Sinn would never see him again, never receive the same offer. In the end, intriguingly, never know what it was like to lose himself with a man worth kneeling to.


  He couldn't bear the thought. What would it hurt to submit for just one night? In many ways it offered some intriguing possibilities. He wanted to know how far this would go. The tables were turned and he wanted to find out how it would feel to be fucked by a young, virile hunk like Will. He felt his desire for control slip away, willingly offered up. Curiosity grabbed hold of him. The chance to feel something again clawed at him and wouldn't let go.


  A gift one might say. Offered to this man whom he knew nothing about except for his first name. Sinn drew himself up, staring Will eye-to-eye. Their lips almost touching. He eased back slightly, then slowly he nodded.


  "Say it," Will commanded. The music, the softer gold and blue lights undulated around him. Sinn grew dizzy with need.


  "Yes."


  "Yes...what?" This man would give no quarter; he wanted it all. But Sinn had a feeling he would give it as well. His eyes, his wide mouth. Strong blue rimmed in gold, like a Montana summer sky. Clear and endless, the sun bright and hot. His lips full–not a cruel mouth–it was a mouth meant for pleasuring. Sinn couldn't help wondering what those lips would feel like wrapped around his cock. What would they taste like pressed against his lips?


  Sinn's eyes flashed to Will's. He felt the shackles bearing down around him. He ground his teeth together. Damn him, The man wanted every ounce of Sinn's blood. He glared at Will.


  Sinn wasn't going to grovel, if that's what Will expected. No way in hell. This was a game, and he was more than willing to play along. But he was not a pussy—cat or otherwise. He threw back his head. Then he leaned closer. Will didn't budge. He seemed like a man with infinite patience, determined to wait forever for the answer he wanted, if necessary–no, the answer he expected. Screw it.


  "I'll play your bitch. It might be fun."


  Then Will moved. He gripped Sinn's arms, and firmly set him away. He studied him, long and hard, his eyes going a dark navy blue. His grip loosened. He reached up and tied the thong around Sinn's neck, leaving a length of it to dangle free down across his chest.


  Will grabbed the dangling end of the thong with increased pressure forcing Sinn to follow, to the center of the dance floor. He faced Sinn, wound the cord around his hand drawing Sinn close. He rested the hand on Sinn's shoulder. With his other hand, he gripped Sinn's ass, dragged him forward, gluing Sinn to his body.


  "Now we dance," Will said against his ear.


  Sinn smelled his sweat, the clean scent of soap, a whiff of bear mixed with peppermint. He felt the cord fastened around his neck, the weight of Will's hand on his shoulder. He found himself wanting to taste him, to go down on his knees right here and suck him deep. The thoughts made him feel dizzy and lightheaded. He wanted to taste Will's cum so bad it hurt. Sinn always played the sex game safe, but tonight–with this man–he wanted to absorb him like never before.


  Will dug his fingers into Sinn's ass. Sinn felt Will's erection brush against this own and he let out a groan. So close.


  "Are you going to come in your panties like you made that little groupie do?"


  Like a cold shower, the words awoke him from his sensual reverie. The denigrating tone snapped Sinn's control back into place.


  "Fuck you!"


  Will chuckled. "Well, don't just stand there like a statue, put your hands on my shoulders. Show me you really do want to dance with me," Will said. Grudgingly Sinn did as he was ordered.


  Then Will guided them round and round the dance floor. Sinn matched his steps to Will's, letting the younger man take the lead. Will was a very good dancer. The stiffness and tension slowly eased from Sinn and he gave himself over to the music. His fingers bit into the firm breadth of Will's shoulders. He forced himself not to lay his head against that tempting shoulder, close his eyes, and just hand himself over. Soon the grip Will maintained on the leather seemed absolutely right and Will's control felt seductively perfect.


  "My bitch," Will murmured, as he kneaded Sinn's ass, driving Sinn crazy.


  "Your...bitch," Sinn said rather grudgingly. "For tonight," he qualified. Yeah, just for tonight.


  CHAPTER 2


  Will was surprised. He hadn't expected Sinn to be such a good slow dancer. He didn't seem to have the temperament. But slowly the man had begun to relax in Will's arms. For Will it was like a dream. In his arms was the man he'd fantasized about, just as he'd always visualized him.


  "You slow dance well. I wouldn't have expect it," Will said.


  Sinn leaned back to look up at Will. "I'm a musician, what did you expect? My whole life is about rhythm and music."


  Will quirked a brow. "Yeah, but not this type of music. Has it always been that way? Nothing else holds significance? No one else?" Will had to wonder had everyone in Sinn's life just been a stepping stone to his own wants and needs? Had nothing mattered?


  Sinn tilted his chin, jutted his jaw. "Where I come from, if you don't keep your eye on the ball, you die and I'm not the dying kind." He looked away, then he leaned forward and rested his head against Will's shoulder, his hot, moist breath dampening Will's neck. For one second Will had felt the sharp prick of the wolf's fangs in that statement. Some part of him understood it. Another part of him hated the brutal necessity of it.


  "Yeah, I guess you're right." He twirled Sinn around the dance floor. "But are you this...easy...with all your dance partners?"


  For one second he felt Sinn tense. Sinn leaned closer, nipped at Will's neck. He released it quickly, but Will felt the sting of his wolf's teeth zing through him, centering in the pit of his stomach. "I don't dance this close with fuck-mates. Not like this. Not until now."


  Will's arms tightened. God, he couldn't wait to get this man home. To have him right where he wanted him, on his knees and begging.


  "You mean this close?" Will asked. He gripped Sinn's ass, gluing him closer to his body.


  "Oh, yeah," Sinn said. He sucked at Will's neck with an intensity that made Will think the man held the ravening intentions and skill of a vampire, sucking Will's blood to the surface of the skin yet not actually breaking the skin. The ache went straight to Will's groin. There was eagerness and urgency in the action. But Will was not ready to give in to the temptation just yet. No, it was much too soon.


  Will spun him around and for a few moments neither man spoke, both lost in the rhythm of the music, the ambience of the lighting, and each other's arms. Will enjoyed the feel of Sinn, not a bit of extra flesh. Hard and sinewy, a body fashioned from regular workouts in many respects. He smelled of sweat and smoke. Cigarette smoke. As far as Will knew Sinn didn't smoke cigarettes. It got him to wondering what other man had left his imprint upon Sinn. He tried not to dwell on that image too deeply.


  "What do you do for a living?" Sinn asked after a moment. There was a lull in the music as one song segued into another. Cher to Marc Antony to Whitney Houston.


  "What do you think my professions is?" Will responded.


  Sinn gazed at him for long moments before answering. "Outdoors. You're no more a man to sit behind a desk than me. Contractor? Engineer? Architect?" He pulled the hand on his ass around and examined it, even as they continued to sway to the music. He ran his hand over Will's. He sucked the middle finger into his mouth. It proved another chance to show off his expert sucking abilities to Will. Slowly he pulled the glistening finger from his mouth and again examined it.


  "Tanned, callused. But very tasty." He tilted his head and looked into Will's eyes. "Nothing soft about you. Not on the outside anyway. You climb rocks, don't you? You've got hands that have done work. They're used to doing it. And a body chiseled with hard muscle. Got any ideas on what you could do with that wet finger? Seems a shame to waste it."


  "Ah, too quick," Will said. He tightened the fingers of his other hand around the handmade leather leash. "That's a privilege you have to earn."


  Sinn quirked a slender blond brow. "Earn it? Exactly how should I go about earning your finger up my ass?"


  Will whirled him around the floor as the music segued into some classic oldies. At the head of the playlist appeared to be "Slow Dancing" by Johnny Rivers.


  "Oh, I'm sure I can think of some way for you to earn a good reaming."


  Sinn leaned up to kiss him, but Will pulled back. "Ah-ah. Did I say you could kiss me?"


  Sinn looked shocked. "You expect me to ask?"


  "I take it that's a first for you. Something tells me you've had it pretty easy for a long time. A crook of the finger and men have dropped to their knees for you real easy."


  Something darkened in Sinn's expression. The look intrigued Will. He saw something there, something that had to do with memories, something deep inside Sinn that he tried to hide. Will wanted it–whatever it was, he was going to peel back the exterior of Sinn Midnite and expose what lay beneath. He already knew some of it, but he planned to make Sinn admit all it. Will sensed whatever it was, it was the key to the anger threaded through Sinn's music.


  He saw the vulnerability, something else Sinn Midnite kept safely hidden from discovery. He whirled Sinn off the dance floor into a darkened corner, shoving him up against the wall. His balled fist–the one wrapped in leather thong snuggled against the hollow of his throat, slowly rode upward along the curve, nudged beneath the tip of his bearded jaw, leather tangling with the pale hair, forcing Sinn's head back, and back, stretched taut. Sinn wrapped his hand around Will's wrist. Will saw desperation, fear...and something else, as Will stared into his widened, dilated gaze.


  "When was the last time you were fucked, Sinn? When was the last time you let any of them have you? When was the last time it was you on your knees to someone?"


  The look in Sinn's eyes was now more a trapped animal, than the wild, unfettered thing Will had first encountered on the dance floor.


  "Fuck you!" Sinn growled the words. Will tightened his grip on the tether.


  "That's not an answer. And it's not going to get my cock up your ass. And that's what you want, isn't Sinn? You want my young prick reaming you like you've never been fucked before. You're so tired of the easy conquests. Tired of the fanboys. You want a man–a young one who can go the distance. One to make you feel again–to make you hungry–to make you beg. I wonder why? Why now? Why me? Do you think I can make you beg, Sinn? Tell me that's what you want, beg me. And maybe I'll give you exactly what you want–exactly what you need. More than your darkest dreams. Beg me."


  So many things were going on in Sinn's expression as he stared up at Will. eyes truly were the mirrors to the soul and right now Sinn's soul was bared totally to Will's view. A struggle was going on inside Sinn. A terrible struggle. And Will waited. He had no doubt what the outcome would be, none at all. It seemed he knew Sinn's heart, his soul, almost as well as his own.


  Will had done his homework before coming here tonight. He'd done it well.


  He leaned in closer to Sinn. "What do you really want?" he whispered against Sinn's ear. Just say it. Admit it. Say the words we both know you want to say."


  Sinn's lips trembled, a contradiction to the tautness of his body. He would fight it, all the way. But inside, the man's needs would leverage the outcome. He wanted Will and there was only one way to have him. They both knew what his answer had to be. Sinn was not going to walk away.


  "Show me how bad you want it. What would you do to get me to kiss you? What would you do to have me fuck you?"


  Slowly he removed his fist from beneath Sinn's jaw, he unwound the thong, let the end drape down Sinn's chest. He stepped away. It was now or never. This was the deciding moment. For a full minute Sinn stared at him, eye-to-eye. Then slowly, oh-so-slowly he dropped to his knees. And Will knew for this round, he'd won.


  ****


  He'd sworn he'd never be in this position again. Never. Not after LA. That vow had lasted all of what? Eight years? Had he forgotten so quickly what bowing to another man could be like. Sinn glanced up at Will. Will most definitely wasn't a 50-year-old jaded record producer. Will was...different. This was nothing like anything Sinn had experienced before. A moment of panic set in. He rocked back on his heels. Will's hand clamped down on his shoulder, steadying him. The touch was warm, and in some ways comforting. It was a demanding touch, but not cruel or biting.


  Will's gaze bored into him. Sinn bore the weight of that hand, Will's energy burrowing into him. Sinn wanted to run. This was out of his league. He couldn't go back to what he'd been in L.A. Some party favor passed around between friends. Treated like nothing more than a hustler looking for his next sugar daddy. A hell of a lot different than the man he was looking up at right now. Had he ever been as self-assured as Will? Not at 25 he wasn't. He'd been too hungry, too willing to accept the starry words of men old enough to be his father–men he'd thought offered sage wisdom on how to get inside the music business.


  At 21, when he'd first left Montana, he'd been as green as the grass he'd had little sight of growing up in the dry prairie land of Eastern Montana. But he'd learned quick. They might be richer than what his stepfather was, but in the end they were just like him. Brutal users to a man.


  Will wasn't them, but Sinn was still on his knees and remembered far too well how that had been back before he'd made a decision that changed everything. Back before he'd become just as jaded as the men he'd been fucked by...and whom he'd sucked...getting nowhere but the next bed, the next back room, the next sordid encounter.


  He shoved Will's hand aside and surged to his feet. "Not doing this," he mumbled as he pushed past Will. He slammed a hand against the back door and strode out into the alley. He needed fresh air and needed it fast. It was raining when he finally made it outside. He gazed up at the sky, then closed his eyes and let the soft, cool rain help to lower his body temperature. He could have cared less that he was getting drenched. He needed something to wake him up. He was old enough to know better. God dammit! What the fuck was he doing?


  And yet, he couldn't get Will out of his head. He couldn't stop the fiery need to be on his knees, to unzip Will's pants and to draw him deep into his mouth, showing him exactly how well he knew how to please a man.


  Fuck!


  He should be past this–long past it. He was the one who played men for a night, then kicked them to the curb, moving on. He was the one who decided. He was the one who did the fucking. Not the other way around.


  Except tonight, for the first time in a long time, he'd felt alive. For the first time in a long time he'd really wanted someone–not just a tight, warm hole to ease his frustrations with. He was not going back in there. Even as he felt some measure of control return to him with that decision, the hand on his shoulder brought those thoughts surging right back to the surface.


  "I didn't mean to scare you," Will said. "That wasn't my intent. I read the situation wrong. I'm sorry."


  Sinn drew in a deep breath, then slowly exhaled. He could lie, or he could tell the truth and face the devil inside himself. He opened his eyes, stared at the brick wall of the building next to the nightclub. The muffled strains of the classic oozed over him. The memory of dancing in Will's arms and feeling the young hard body against his own wouldn't be denied. He again stared up at the sky and rain drenched his face.


  "You didn't read me wrong. Maybe that's the problem. You know your way around a man and his psyche real well, don't you?"


  "Not well enough apparently. I pushed too hard, too fast. It wasn't my intent to freak you out. I just wanted...you."


  Sinn slowly turned to face Will. Will cupped Sinn's jaw. "Do you want me to leave you alone? Shall we just consider it no contest, so to speak?"


  "If I say no? That I want you to stay?"


  Will's hand slipped across Sinn's jawline, and he cupped Sinn's nape. "My way or not at all," he said. "Do you understand what I mean? I play hard, I like to play with someone who can keep up. Do you want this? Can you keep up, Sinn?"


  "No other way, huh?" Sinn asked. A part of him hoping Will would relent, and yet another part of him excited in knowing that he wouldn't. Could Sinn revisit a dynamic he'd broken free of?


  "No," Will said. "All or nothing."


  Could he trust this man–a stranger whom he knew nothing about? This was just for one night. Just one night putting his body, and his trust, into this man's hands. Maybe he needed to do this to set to rest the ghosts of his past. He stared into Will's eyes. Something familiar, something trustworthy in the look, in the touch. Will would have let Sinn walk away if he wanted. He would let Sinn do so now if he chose. But if he stayed, it would have to be on Will's terms.


  "All right," Sinn said, coming to a decision. "I need a change anyway. I've been bored lately. Maybe a night with you can fix that."


  Will didn't smile. If anything his look turned even more intense. He drew Sinn forward until their lips almost touched. "Beg me," he said, his breath puffing across Sinn's lips.


  Sinn could not mistake the command. Nor could he ignore it.


  "Kiss me. Please." He had to taste those lips. More than anything, right now, he wanted to be consumed by this man. He wanted to be made into putty to be shaped by him. Just for tonight, he reminded himself. Just one night.


  "Say it right. I think you know what I mean. I think you know what I want."


  Sinn licked his lips, tasted the rain, enough to wet his parched throat. Yeah, he knew. He knew all too well. "Will, please kiss me. Or do you prefer I call you," his throat locked up again. He swallowed and finally released the words. "Sir, or maybe master? You're right, I've been here before."


  "Not right here," Will said softly. "Not with me. And Will is just fine. For now." And then Will's mouth came down over Sinn's, possessing, not with brutal strength, but a seductive masterful depth that left Sinn breathless.


  Will pulled away before Sinn wanted. He tried to claim more, but Will held him back. He stroked the side of Sinn's face and this time he did smile. "Delicious."


  "Then kiss me again," Sinn invited.


  "Later. Come back to my place and we'll play some more," Will invited.


  "Your place?" Again that small niggling of uncertainly.


  "Not far from here. Down by the waterfront, near Pike's Place."


  "You live down here?"


  "I'm a photographer–I own some office space in one of the older buildings. I've converted part of it into living space because I sometimes work late. Do you want to play or not?"


  Another chance to say no, to turn and walk away. But Sinn knew he wouldn't–certainly not after that kiss. Sinn never had been the type of man not to venture into dangerous unknown waters. And this was no different. He wanted Will, and he was going to have him on whatever terms were offered. He had a feeling tonight was going to change his life. He just had no way of knowing whether it would be better or worse when it was over.


  "Yeah," he said. "I'm game. Let's go."


  Will suddenly swooped forward and claimed another deep kiss. As far as Sinn was concerned, it clinched the deal. No turning back now.


  CHAPTER 3


  The rain stopped, the sidewalks glistened wetly, mirrored puddles glimmered beneath the streetlights. Will was soaked; so was Sinn. Yet somehow it didn't seem to matter. A certain heat emanated from beneath his skin, keeping him warm, if not wet. His cock burned inside his wet jeans. Once they reached his playroom, all would easily be remedied. He didn't rush things. They'd both be getting naked soon enough, and his dryer at the studio could handle most items of clothing. Not the leather, but the shirts, socks, and underwear.


  Will knew he'd almost pushed too hard. Almost lost him. He should have known Sinn would be rather skittish after his L.A. experiences. As a journalist, Will knew to be thorough in his research. Wildlife was his specialty and he should have recognized the signs of a leery abused animal. Becoming too focused on the goal, he'd forgotten the patience required to make the journey enjoyable, the prey eager to eat from his hand. He slowed it down, way down, and he could sense Sinn's tension easing away.


  "Are you ready to go?" he asked Sinn, giving over some of the control, but not all. "We can walk, I'm not far."


  He felt more of the tension easy away. Sinn nodded. "Yeah, sure. Let's do it."


  "You're positive."


  Sinn glared at him. "I said yes, all right?"


  "But do you want to do it, or are you just...surmounting a challenge so to speak?"


  "What the fuck are you, my shrink or something? What does it matter why? You wanna fuck; I wanna fuck. It's one night for Christ's sake."


  Did that account for how he'd disappeared for almost a year back in 2004? It wasn't until January 2005 that Will's digging via some Internet music sites, that he had uncovered Sinn in an underground band. Fan photos were a goldmine in his search. Apparently it was around that time when he had started using the name Sinn Midnite as far Will had been able to tell. From that point on he'd been easy to track. But there were still those missing months to account for.


  They headed out onto the street, splashing through puddles, turning onto First Avenue, just above Pike's Place. Will needed to know more.


  "Had a rough time of it did you?"


  Sinn shoved his hands deep into his front pockets. "What's it to you? It's got nothing to do with tonight."


  "Are you sure? I don't need some guy going all crazy on me if we get into this. You did bolt on me back there, remember."


  Sinn wouldn't look at him, he kept staring straight ahead, lagging just a step or two behind Will, letting Will take the lead. Will sensed a war going on inside Sinn. He had to wonder who would win in the end.


  "Are you really sure you're up for this?"


  "I told you I was. Quit asking."


  Will spun around on him. The streets were deserted, hardly a car passing by let alone any pedestrians. "What happened? What made you run?"


  "I don't–"


  He didn't get to finish the thought as Will herded him toward the front of the candy store, pressing him up against the glass. It was the only way Sinn understood. The only way Will was going to get the answers he sought.


  "What happened? And don't lie to me. I don't like liars. I want the truth."


  Sinn stared at him for long moments. Rebellious, angry, mulish. Will understood those emotions. And he had a feeling they were emotions that had gotten Sinn into a lot of hot water over the years. As well as intriguing the wrong sort of man. But hunger was there as well. Not so evident as it might have been years ago, but still there. Maybe not for the same things. Maybe this hunger was for something different.


  "For a kid you're real bossy, aren't you?" Sinn finally said.


  Will leaned both hands to either side of Sinn's head, caging him against the building. "I knew what I wanted when I came to Seattle. Maybe I just met the right man at the right time." And he had. He had a feeling his introduction to the BDSM scene had been a lot different than Sinn's. He'd met a man who'd been honest and up front about his lifestyle. Handsome, intelligent, and experienced.


  "Well, you did better than me, I guess," Sinn muttered.


  "What happened?"


  "The music is what happened. I wanted it too bad. And I was willing to do anything to get it. I was willing to pay with my soul, and I did."


  "The shrink?"


  "I didn't have a way out. It was at a...party. I couldn't take it anymore. Pills, booze, and me. One of the guys at the party was a trained EMT, besides what else he did on the side. He got me into the hospital, helped me find a shrink. If he hadn't–"


  Sinn might have ended up just like Bobby. Dead.


  Will stepped back. Could he go through with this? Sinn's sanity might be at stake. Maybe he should call the whole thing off.


  Sinn must have sensed something because he lunged forward and claimed Will's lips, thrust his tongue deep inside. Will knew he should have stopped it, but Sinn got past his defenses with one fell swoop. All his good intentions melted away. He clamped his hands down on Sinn's forearms and shoved him back against the glass. He pulled back and looked into Sinn's eyes.


  "What is it you want?"


  "What you're offering," Sinn said. His glance slid away. "I've missed it. Not the pimping out part, but there was more to it than that. At the beginning–I loved how he made me feel. Maybe that's why he could use me, get me to do what he wanted so easily. But in the beginning I loved how he made me feel. That's what I want to feel again. I didn't realize it before." He returned his focus on Will. "Not until tonight. No man has made me feel the way you make me feel in a long time."


  "Can you handle it?" Will still wasn't sure he should go forward with his plan. "Without falling apart. Without memories resurfacing."


  "I was all jumbled up back then. Too young to know any better. Too young to understand what I really wanted. I've never known quite where to find it. Like a bull in a china shop I thought any man would do. Especially after what I'd let myself in for. But it's not just any man–it's your kind of man. Tonight–I need to find out if I'm right. I need to find out if there's a way to be left more than just feeling empty after fucking."


  "You trust me?"


  "I have to," Sinn said, his tone drenched with some soul-deep desperation. "My music should fill the void. I want–I'm finally on the right path with my music. Or at least finally heading in the right direction. But inside, something's still missing. And it's killing me."


  The problem was, Will wanted this too. Maybe too badly.


  "Let's go then."


  ****


  Inside, Sinn was shaking. He never thought he'd find himself looking forward to scening with anyone ever again. For four years he'd prostituted himself. Whored for powerful, but sleazy men tied to the music industry–or so they'd said. He'd believed their promises and done everything they'd asked. He'd been a fool. but it was after learning of Bobby's death that he'd spiraled down the rabbit hole and didn't think he'd ever find a way to climb back out. He'd never been totally honest with Bobby. He made it all seem bigger than life, that all his dreams were coming true. He'd never wanted Bobby to know the sordid truth.


  He'd learned to make peace with himself although it hadn't been easy. He'd learned so much about himself and there was a lot of it that was pretty ugly. He'd come to Seattle only after reading an ad online at one of the music sites. A band in Seattle was looking for a lead guitarist. Answering it on a whim had changed his life. It offered him a new start in a new town. With a new name. He thought he'd come to terms with what he'd made of his life and that he'd left L.A. behind. Until tonight. Until this man.


  All this time he'd only been running. And sure enough, you can run, but you can't hide. Not when what you were running from was rooted right inside you. He'd come to love this city with its many faces. He'd always known growing up in Montana, he was not made for the ranching life. Bobby had tried to convince him otherwise. Bobby had stayed. Sinn had left. Bobby had wanted the girl, the ranch, and all that went with it. That had never been what Sinn wanted and he'd never quite known how to tell Bobby, his best friend, the truth. Sinn was scared, but he couldn't regret leaving that dry little town. No, he couldn't regret that at all. Though he had to say he still mourned Bobby's death which left a vacant spot in his chest.


  Will gripped his arm and guided him down the street toward one of the old manufacturing buildings still standing in this part of town, dragging Sinn back to the here and now.


  "This is your place?" he asked as he gazed up at the faded lettering on the chipped red brick facade.


  "Yeah, well, actually I own the whole building. Got it pretty cheap considering. It's got a great view of the bay. When the clouds lift at any rate." He pulled out a ring of keys and unlocked the door. He glanced back at Sinn. "You sure you're still okay with this?"


  He kept asking, which in and of itself seemed to give Sinn some assurance about the man. His early lovers had never asked, they'd only ever taken. Taken until he was nothing but a dried up husk, more arid than the Montana prairie in the searing heat of a summer drought. Surprisingly, Sinn didn't have a second thought, he needed Will to help him face down his monsters. He needed to feel alive again. He'd been scared of that much feeling on a personal level for far too long. Just looking at Will made him aware on a different level. Maybe it was that odd sense of familiarity he'd felt when he first laid eyes on Will at the bar. Sinn had not trusted anyone for a long time. He didn't know why he trusted this man. And yet...


  There was a surety about the man. He emitted an energy that spoke of concern as well as power. Experience as well as empathy. He was not a hard man; he was not a jaded man. Hadn't Sinn already experienced that? What Sinn didn't know is if it was all just an act to get Sinn where he wanted him. Once inside, once they were alone and there was no place to run, would everything change? Would Will be more like the chameleon and change just as quickly? With Sinn's first lover that's exactly what had happened. But, he'd been a whole lot older than Will, and harder for sure.


  Will stepped inside and Sinn followed him. When Sinn passed Will, Will turned and shut and locked the outside door.


  "Can't have vagrants thinking this is a good place to spend the night off the streets." He checked the locks, then turned to the second door. Then he turned to the left and opened a panel. To Sinn it looked like an alarm system. Oddly modern for this old building. Will punched in the appropriate code and the second set of doors popped open.


  "The first thing I had installed." He opened the second door and waved an arm. "After you," Will said.


  "Lots of security."


  "In this part of town, it pays to take precautions."


  "Yeah, I expect it does."


  They stepped past the doors and into the pitch black interior. Sinn smelled dust and ancient wood; a dull echo met his hearing as his boots scuffed against the old linoleum beneath his feet.


  "Give me a minute while I reset the alarm system," Will said.


  Before he knew it, Sinn heard the door close, an older deadbolt lock set into place, and then the presence of the younger man was behind him. Sinn moved to turn, but Will stopped him from turning around. A warm hand settled on Sinn's neck, stroked across the wet, exposed skin. Will nipped his ear, sending a spasm of arousal coursing through Sinn.


  The entranceway smelled of old wood, topped by the scent of fresh paint. Then Will nipped his neck. He kissed and then sucked; Sinn groaned, his cock thickened as blood roared through him. Will reached around and cupped his balls, kneading through the wet leather. He pressed his hand around Sinn's erection.


  "Unlace your pants," he whispered against Sinn's ear.


  "Here?"


  "Don't make me ask again. Unlace them. Right now."


  Sinn shivered, but he didn't think it was because of the cold and damp atmosphere. No, it surely wasn't. With shaking hands he unlaced the crotch of his pants. He wore no underwear. Will's hand reached for the edges and peeled his pants open. "There now, you've got to breathe. Take your cock out for me. And then put your hands behind your back."


  Sinn did as instructed. Will nipped at his neck again. Then Will's hands were on his prick, his fingers sliding around, then up and down. He released him, then readjusted the leather; readjusted his testicles so they draped over the lower edge of his pants and he felt the bite of the hard hem of fabric digging into his scrotum. He felt exposed in an oddly different way than ever before as Will moved his hands away, leaving him open and bobbing in the breeze. He then tugged Sinn's wet T-shirt up over his head, leaving his torso bare. His nipples grew erect from both the chill atmosphere and his heightened arousal.


  Will feathered his fingers through Sinn's wet hair. "Pretty Sinn. Delicious Sinn," he said.


  And then Sinn felt the cold metal of handcuffs snap around his wrists. And that shocked him awake.


  "What the hell!"


  CHAPTER 4


  Like a wild thing Sinn struggled to free himself of the shackles. But Will was well schooled in soothing wild things. He'd always had a certain gift, and he set to soothing this wild thing now. He stroked over Sinn's arms. He reached down to enclose his cock. He whispered in his ear as he teased his prick; tickled his balls.


  "Shhh. Shhh. Do you think I'm going to hurt you? You know this game, don't you? We've had a chance to get to know a little about each other. You and I." Even as he continued to arouse Sinn, he was aroused by touching the body of this jaded rocker. So much to teach him, so much to enjoy about him. Would Sinn allow himself to be placed into Will's hands? Would he let himself experience the pleasure? Or would his past serve to scar the enjoyment he would experience tonight?


  Will felt him tremble as he feathered his fingers over the silk heat of his aroused prick.


  "See? Your body knows. Tell me your soul doesn't know the same." He scattered kisses along his whiskered cheek. With the hand not pleasuring Sinn's cock he clasped Sinn's throat and tilted his head back. He then cupped his jaw and angled his head toward him. Sinn's eyes glittered in the darkness. The panic was lessening, replaced instead by intense arousal deepening his gaze.


  "Delicious Sinn. Jaded Sinn. This is what you wanted, isn't it?" Will murmured the words, breath that skimmed over Sinn's lips just before he possessed the man's mouth with his own. Sinn shuddered, fell back against Will and he gave himself over to the younger man with the expert hands and the whisperer's expertise.


  Will lifted his head. He removed his hand from Sinn's cock. Too soon to let him climax. Much too soon.


  "You won't come until I tell you, will you, Sinn?"


  He watched Sinn closely; Sinn's head still anchored by Will's hand, forced the bound man to meet his look, lit only by the soft glow of the street lamps outside. Forced to yield. He no longer struggled to be free of the handcuffs. There was still some measure of uncertainty in his eyes; still a war raged inside him.


  "Do you want to be here—with me, Sinn?" Will skimmed a flattened palm down the length of Sinn's chest, stopping at his lower abdomen, nested in his short wiry hair, resting there. Getting him used to the feel of Will's mastery, but not yet fully claiming him. He still had an opportunity to say no. Still could leave. "Say it, Sinn. You have to tell me the words."


  A shudder passed through Sinn. "No half measures with you, are there?" Sinn asked. Will didn't bother to answer; Sinn knew what his response would be.


  "You're not like the others. Fuck, you're nothing like them." He wiggled his hands and the cuffs jangled loudly in the silence of the deserted hallway. "You could kill me right now and I've got the feeling I'd thank you. You could beat me to within an inch of my life, and I'd ask you for more. How the fuck do you do that? I've been here before, and yet I haven't. Never like this. Never with someone like you."


  Sinn wet his lips. in the diminished glow of the streetlights, the shine of his lips glimmered wetly, invitingly. But Will waited. He needed more.


  "You've got me more exposed than I've ever been before. Yeah, I've been stripped naked. I've been offered at parties, played with, poked, rammed. I've been drugged up with coke, with booze, with uppers, with downers. I've been fucked one-on-one, I've been gang-banged. I've been tied up and whipped and spanked and...brutalized beyond anything you can begin to imagine. I thought I'd known it all, experienced everything there was to experience with sex. Except for you. Somehow I think you're more dangerous than all of them. You've got a seductive way none of them had."


  Raw pain roared through Will at learning the full extent of what Sinn had endured over the years. How could a man not be jaded after that kind of abuse? Cruelty, abuse, almost destroying him. And yet, Sinn was made of tough Montana stock. He was a survivor. Will recalled a young singer with dreams in his eyes back in Reverie. He wished he could see those sparkling silver eyes once again filled with hopes and dreams. But at least now he knew how that sparkle had been expunged.


  Will kissed Sinn, hungered for him. He thrust his tongue deep into Sinn's mouth. Sinn's head dropped back against Will's shoulder. He sucked on Will's tongue sending arousal darting fast and furious through Will's body. He pulled away before it went beyond the point of no return.


  "Your answer," he rasped. He needed it now. He was too near to losing it and he had to get some distance.


  Sinn's lips were now puffy and engorged, reddened from Will's possession. Parted with readiness for more. Will bit his lower lip, tugged and Sinn groaned, his eyes closing. Will worried the lip. Drew blood. Tasted the warm, thick metallic texture before releasing the lip. Sinn's tongue flicked out to test the slight wound.


  His eyes darkened as he looked into Will's eyes. "I like pain," he admitted.


  "Good," Will said. "I know how to give it."


  Sinn licked the wound again. "I can see that. I used to get punished a lot. I've never been known as a good boy. My stepfather always said I was the devil's spawn. Guess he was right."


  "He gave you the belt." But this was something Will already knew.


  "Often. I learned how to handle it."


  "Like you handled those record producers?"


  Sinn nodded. "All of it."


  "I don't mete out that kind of pain. Not like that."


  "No, I don't think you do. Bite me again. I like the way you do it."


  Will smiled. "You are recalcitrant, aren't you?"


  "Oh, yeah." Again he wiggled his wrists and the cuffs jangled. "You have no idea."


  But Will did know. The only way to get this man's attention was to be different than anything he had before. For the moment he had his attention, but there was still more to show him.


  "I'm still waiting for your answer."


  "All right, then. Yes. Yes, I want to be here. Do your worst, big boy. Do your worst. I can take anything you throw at me."


  "You think that's what I'm going to do? Beat you until you scream? Fuck you until you beg me to stop? Wound you until you can't take another moment? Make you cry?"


  Something hardened in Sinn's gaze as he stared at Will. "I don't cry. I never cry. My stepfather taught me that. I don't cry. So do your worst, sweetheart. Do your worst."


  Will's heart almost broke at Sinn's words. The hard crust that life had built around his heart was not going to easily be broken. But Will was planning to try. This man deserved at least that.


  Will moved back; he had the assent he wanted. He pulled the black silk scarf from his pocket, wound it tightly and then gagged Sinn with it, tied it firmly behind his head. He heard Sinn gasp. Will cupped the back of his head.


  "Remember what you said. Remember you agreed to put yourself into my hands. Whatever I throw at you, you can take. That's what you said. Well, let's see if you mean it."


  He grabbed Sinn's arm and turned him down the hallway. Past the stairs leading up to the second floor, toward the back of the building. He opened a door, then guided Sinn down the stairs. He felt Sinn tense, try to pull back. But this time, there was no going back. Only forward, and down. Will closed the door behind him and shoved the bolts into place.


  ****


  Sinn had thought he was experienced in every sort of sexual persuasion, and perversion, it was possible to know about. Having survived that phase of his life, once he'd found his feet in the music world, found a band and a rhythm he could embrace wholeheartedly, he didn't take it for granted. But he was also the type of man who did not do things by half-measure. He took chances, he rode the edge in every way.


  He stumbled down the next step, his stomach churned. And yet, his heart thundered with excitement. Will knew how to seduce a man. Sinn had never had the occasion to need to seduce anybody. He had those type of looks that made a man–any man–or woman for that matter, stop and look twice. He had a way about him that drew people to him. Unfortunately, not always the right people. But still, he'd never had to work to find a fuck partner. Yeah, he'd been young once, been used, been abused, sworn it wouldn't happen again. And since those years, any of the encounters had been in, out, and gone. Fuck, dispel the energy, send them on their way–never a redux with the same man. Always a box of condoms on hand.


  He'd been lucky after those early days. Real lucky. There'd been a stretch after he got off the hamster wheel and his mind had cleared, when he was afraid of what he might have contracted. He stayed clean, he stayed sober, he remained celibate, he focused on his music. He got tested and went for regular check-ups. Since those days he never fucked unwrapped. And never engaged in more than fucking, with him doing the fucking.


  Control. In every part of his life except for his music. In that–whether playing or composing, he let everything out. It's one of the reasons they were being considered for a major recording contract. Sinn was leery, he'd been burned, but this time the band had an agent–this time it felt real.


  But his personal life, what there was of it, remained empty, and lonely. Not one of the men who had tramped through his life had been memorable. Yeah, empty was the best word. Untouched. He'd thought it was just that he'd learned his lessons, had hardened, was experienced. But tonight, something was shifting. It scared, and it excited him. But after maintaining such tight control for the last few years on his personal life, how could he possibly allow his emotions to run unchecked? What had this man done to him? What had he let himself in for this time?


  He dragged his feet. He tried to eye the narrow corridor leading down below ground. He'd heard Will lock the door. Three sets of locked doors stood between Sinn and freedom. Not counting the handcuffs, nor to whatever place Will was planning to take him. He'd agreed to this. What a damn fool he was. Had he become so needy for someone to make an imprint on him? The first man that made the numbness seem to fade and he drops like a felled tree, or a cow about to be branded. Forced along the shoot, prodded and goaded forward, with no way out, no way back. Will pulled him down another step.


  "Just let me guide you," Will said in that oh-so-seductive voice of his. Soothing Sinn into hell knew what situation. Idiot! He'd said he could take anything. Could he? He'd crawled out of the hog swill, was finally on the music path, and he lets himself be drawn into this situation? What the fuck? Did he have a death wish? Was he afraid of actually succeeding? What had he been thinking?


  He stepped down one more time. Onto flat concrete this time. Will led him toward an old scuffed wooden door. He pulled out an older metal key, unlocked the door, and guided Sinn through it. Another tunnel awaited, the hallway lit by floor track lighting, dim, just enough light to see the mortared walls. Was this part of the tunnel system beneath the city? Sinn had never taken the tours of the tunnels, maybe he should have. He heard Will lock the door behind them. That made four locked doors. Was he ever going to see the light of day again?


  His cock had deflated, why the hell not? This did not arouse him. Well, not that much anyway. But still, the cold, damp air sifted across his limp flesh, across his exposed chest, tightening his nipples. His breaths grew faster, the silk scarf affixed between his lips got wet with his saliva, tasted of limp tasteless cloth. His lips were stretched, drying out. He couldn't wet them.


  They kept walking. Sinn tried to count the steps, but he lost track. Will stopped him. He unlocked another door. It opened onto another set of stairs, this time leading up.


  He grunted, wanted to ask where they were going, but his words were unintelligible. Will guided him up the steps and into another hallway, He locked the door leading down. Five locked doorways. Sinn had no fucking clue how he'd ever find his way out of this place.


  The carpet was charcoal. Indoor/outdoor type. The walls were newly painted what appeared a dark maroon. Lights affixed to the wall were older with a flickering nineteenth century look to them. The doors, although appearing new, were painted black, trimmed in maroon.


  Suddenly, Will reached around and fingered Sinn's flaccid cock.


  "Our little trip didn't arouse you. Are you afraid, Sinn?" Will played with his cock. His warm fingers curled around his flesh. Will pressed his lips to Sinn's neck, licked, and then nipped. "Do you still trust me, Sinn?"


  How could he say yes or no? He was confused. But his cock was responding to Will's ministrations.


  "There you go," Will said. "You respond quickly. I like that." His hand jerked up and down Sinn's semi-aroused prick. "A little more. Give me what I want, Sinn. You want this; you've already told me you do. Show me how you feel. Let me see how bad you want to play."


  His breathing ground almost to a halt as his cock surged. And he knew, there was simply no denying it. He wanted to play. God damn, he wanted to play. The groan of assent came out muffled from behind the sodden silk scarf. But Will seemed to understand his assent very well. And just before Sinn thought he was going to come, Will's hand dropped away. Sinn's cock bobbed heavy in full erection. The leather of his pants bit into the skin beneath his balls.


  Fuck, but it was going to be a long night.


  CHAPTER 5


  It wasn't just Sinn who was aroused; Will was having a hard time maintaining control. He had to get him into the playroom and then get some distance. He definitely needed some distance. He did not want to rush the next few hours. Sinn was finally here with him, and there was no need to hurry things. They had all the time in the world. Will had given Sinn every chance to back out, to walk away, so now they moved forward.


  Will released Sinn, he leaned forward and opened the door. He flipped on a switch and the bare bulb up above flared to life sending the room into a harsh drench of stark yellow light. He pushed Sinn into the room. He waited for just a moment as Sinn stared around him. He looked at the black padded walls, the silver rings bolted into the walls, the padded horse off to one side, the black cushioned floor. The black credenza off to the left that held an assortment of toys, oils, lotions, that made play special in this room.


  Will had designed this playroom and it served a number of different purposes. Sinn would soon find that out. His photography, the book deals, the journalism assignments, and cautious investments had made Will's life very comfortable. His skills in a variety of ways brought him top dollar. Considering his age, success had come early and perhaps a bit too easily. Or maybe it was because of Bobby he'd just fought harder, knowing every day counted–any minute might be the last. He hadn't wasted a second. Nor had he taken any of his successes for granted.


  Sinn appeared reluctant to enter the room. Will nudged him forward until they reached the center. He settled a hand on Will's shoulder and slowly exerted pressure, forcing him down to his knees. Keeping one hand settled between Sinn's shoulders, with the other hand he drew his pants down over his buttocks and left them there. Then he forced Sinn forward until his head met the floor. Sinn angled his head to the side, staring back at Will, a certain amount of trepidation evident in his eyes.


  Again, Will used his hands to gentle the half-tamed wild thing kneeling submissively on the floor of the playroom. He stroked across his back, down his bound arms, across his delicious bottom. He combed his fingers through the tangled wavy blond locks.


  "Soon, pretty Sinn. soon. You've given yourself to me tonight, and soon you'll find out exactly what that entails." He continued to stroke across Sinn's body and again he felt the tension ebb, though sweat broke out on his skin. Will leaned forward and inhaled deeply. Yes, best that he take a moment to gather himself.


  He rose. "Get used to the room, Sinn. I need to prepare. I won't be long."


  Sinn lifted his head and glared at him. Will couldn't make out what he was trying to say around the silk gagging him. Just as well. A few moments alone likely would serve to sensitize him even more. With his foot centered to Sinn's shoulder blades, he forced Sinn back down to the floor. "I suggest you stay put until I return. Patience, Sinn. Patience. It will be rewarded."


  Will walked toward a panel behind Sinn. He touched a hidden button and the panel popped open. Will stepped through into what he called his control room cum sleeping quarters. The automated panel behind him silently slid shut. This was a large room, with a drafting table, a king-sized black-satin covered bed with black iron-scrolled head and base boards. Several flat-screen monitors mounted on one wall, a control panel near at hand. A black oriental tallboy dresser on the other black-paneled wall. There was a door leading to a full-sized bathroom, tiled in black marble and gold brass trim. His mentor, the first man he'd served, had called this his real playroom. He expected it might be more appropriately termed his personal playroom.


  He walked over to the control panel, pressed a button, and the image of Sinn in the public playroom flared to life on the screen. He was fidgeting, but he remained kneeling as he gazed around the unusual room. Will had to wonder what thoughts were going through his mind about now. He brought Sinn down here by way of an intricate maze of pathways. There was a more direct route to the play area, but what was the fun in that? His finger hovered over one switch, then he flicked it sending the room into complete and utter darkness. He heard the guttural sounds emitting from Sinn. He could hear the sounds of his struggles, the rattle of the cuffs surrounding his wrists. He flipped on the infrared camera. Yes, he was fine, just a bit discomfited. Then Will walked away from the panel, slowing stripping, he entered the bathroom naked.


  He stepped beneath the shower spray, used the unscented soap and lathered his body up coating his hairless skin with the white foam, thinking about the man in the next room and what he had planned. It was all going just as he'd hoped. Truly, he'd never thought he'd get this far. But he'd planned, he'd trained, he'd researched. And now they were here.


  He soaped his cock, his balls, circled a hand over his groin. He couldn't help smiling to himself. He scrubbed his hair clean, then rinsed. They had both come a long way from Montana. Both had experiences that had forged their very different adult personalities.


  After a thorough cleansing, he stepped from the shower and toweled himself dry. Then he went to the closet. He pulled out the flowing white silk poet shirt, the tight black pants that left nothing to the imagination. He lifted a brand new pair of black leather gloves from a box on the shelf. He leaned down and picked up the tall English black leather riding boots, polished to a fine shine. He laid the outfit out upon the black satin coverlet on his bed, and set the boots next to the bed. Naked, he walked to the dresser, opened the bottom drawer and pulled out the new black riding crop and unwrapped it. He tested its resiliency. Exactly right. He stroked a hand over the fat dildoed grip. He glanced up at the monitor screen, heard the rustling sounds, the muffled cries.


  "Almost there, sweetheart. Almost there," he said. Then he carefully began to dress.


  ****


  Sinn managed to hold on to his control by a thread, right up until the light went out. Then he panicked. What the fuck had he gotten himself into? Had he let his cock lead him right into the worst situation imaginable. What did this guy have in mind to do to him? He'd never been in a room quite like this. Each piece of equipment, the black walls, the simple lines, some how seemed quite far more intimidating and fueled a full range of fantasies, especially when the light went out. At first he'd found it exciting and his curiosity got the better of him. But now after what seemed a lengthy stretch of time crouched here on the floor–now he just wanted out. Even his cock didn't seem the least bit interested in staying around.


  For a long time he tried to find a way free of the cuffs. He struggled and twisted. The position of his leather pants sure as hell wasn't any help with his bare ass waving in the air and the frigging gag sodden with his saliva. He was hogtied like he never had been before. Just as penned as those cows during branding season. Damn, but it had been a long time since he'd thought about those round-ups back in Montana. A real long time. Going in that direction brought up painful memories. Of he and his best friend, Bobby, working tandem, bringing those cows into line. Of he and Bobby, set up in Bobby's garage, fiddling with the guitars, playing around with lyrics that Sinn had thought up. Another flash and Bobby looking sad, handing Sinn a wad of cash.


  "You go. You do it for both of us. Mary Anne is pregnant--I-I'd only hold you back. You go and do it for both of us."


  No, God dammit, he was not going to think about that. He was not going to revisit what was dead and buried. He'd promised himself he wouldn't look back. He wouldn't regret. No matter what happened he had to move forward. He owed it to Bobby. But more, he owed it to himself.


  He tried to strangle his panic. His thoughts moved to the present To the feel of Will's hands on his body. All over him, yanking him erect, cupping his balls. Callused hands, a strong, yet soothing voice. Clear eyes, blue eyes. There was something steadying in his physique, in his manner. Grounded in some way that had eluded Sinn for all these years. Sinn realized that's what had drawn him across that dance floor. A quiet sort of strength that reeled Sinn in. Will had something Sinn wanted, something he'd searched for all his life. And somehow Will knew exactly what had drawn Sinn to him.


  The question being would he use it to destroy Sinn, or was there something else waiting in the shadows? Something that Sinn wanted so bad, he'd put his life in the hands of a young, attractive stranger?


  Sinn honed in on the emotions sparking through him these last hours in the company of Will, a man whose last name he didn't even know. But somehow it didn't matter. It didn't matter what his name was, it was the man inside the skin that had seduced Sinn and it was a form of seduction Sinn had never experienced before. Except when he was immersed in his music. But then, that was even different than the feeling he had around Will. At one level it scared Sinn to realize how quickly he had succumbed to the man's seductive charisma. And yet, Sinn knew Will was exactly the type of man Sinn had been waiting for all his life. What he didn't understand was how it had happened so quickly. But it didn't matter.


  He took some deep breaths which helped to steady him. He considered his situation, he considered the man who had left him bound here and then disappeared. With an odd certainty, Sinn knew he'd come back. He hadn't left him here to die. He wasn't planning to kill him. Sinn leaned forward until his forehead rested against the padded floor. He closed his eyes. An image of Will, larger than life, appeared inside his head.


  Do you trust me?


  Yes, I trust you.


  The tension flowed out of Sinn. He waited with a surety and a patience he'd never expected to feel with another man again. A peace and sense of rightness he'd never thought possible. The feeling amazed him. All his life he'd fought–Montana, his stepfather, his background, the men who'd used him for their own amusement in L.A. Somehow it all slipped away, and the fight left him. It exhausted him. It was as though all the walls trapping him inside had crumbled and he was free in a way he'd never been before. Not for the entirety of his life. Now, the darkness felt like a warm cocoon and he embraced the feeling of being swaddled inside. And once again his arousal began to build. This tension that grew inside him was not one of trepidation, it was one of being reborn and arising into a new skin. He wanted this, fuck, but he wanted this. This was exactly where he was meant to be. He eased himself carefully into this new mantle--one of submission and acceptance.


  Will.


  Then the room was lit by the soft glow of the bare bulb. He blinked, then angled his head and squinted upward and saw the simple light fixture slowly descend toward him, halting just above his head. A whisper of sound caught his attention and had him turning to the paneled walls. His gaze widened when the panels in front of him flipped around and white panels appeared. The floor-to-ceiling images flashed across the screen panels. Images he found familiar. Wild images of Wyoming, Montana, the Yellowstone. Buffalo and wolves and mountain cats. Branding and hunting and tracking. Sounds erupted into the room–wolf calls, cat growls, moose calls. He shook his head from side to side. He didn't want to remember, but the images were so beautiful, filled with a clarity and sense of motion and depth bringing the images to life with a force of recognition he couldn't deny. He couldn't look away.


  "Feel the joy, not the pain," Will said from behind him. "These images are a part of you. Accept them, don't deny them. All your life you've been fighting your blood. Embrace them because you're a part of them just as they're a part of you. They're there in your music. Don't you think everyone feels it in that primitive rhythm you create? In the savage intensity of your lyrics?"


  Will's hands settled on his shoulders and he felt grounded as he watched and listened. He'd been afraid of accepting, of embracing his past. Until this moment. Grounded by Will, he wasn't afraid any more. Not anymore.


  He nodded his head. He couldn't take his eyes off the panels. Like a thirsty man gone without sustenance for so long he needed these images. They refilled him, changed him.


  The images and the sounds faded away, the panels flipped back around to black.


  "Do you understand?" Will asked.


  Sinn nodded. He understood and he accepted. He felt like a man who had survived a vicious storm and he felt depleted and yet revived. But how?


  Will removed the sodden silk. He held a bottle of water to Sinn's lips. Sinn drank deeply. He wondered what came next. He was eager for more discovery.


  CHAPTER 6


  Sinn emptied the bottle and Will tossed it into the receptacle for recyclables near the door. Sinn cleared his throat. Will glanced back at him. He still knelt upon the floor, lovely bottom bare. His lips reddened and wet from the spring water he'd just drunk.


  "What now?" Sinn asked. There was more interest in his expression than concern. His gaze traveled over Will as he obviously marked the change in Will's clothes. His gaze settled on the crop. A bit of the trepidation returned to his expression.


  Will set the crop down on the shelf and went back to him. He pulled a small key from his pocket, knelt behind Sinn, and then uncuffed him. He kneaded Sinn's wrists and his fingers. Slowly Sinn brought his arms down, then lifted and massaged his red-marked wrist.


  "Was that necessary?" he asked.


  Will didn't answer. He massaged the tight muscles in Sinn's shoulders, then slowly worked his way down Sinn's arms. When he was satisfied that some of the stiffness had eased and the blood flow had returned to normal, he helped Sinn to stand, his leather pants still hanging just at his thighs. Will noticed his cock was semi-erect. The look in Sinn's eyes seemed somewhat assessing. No fear, more curiosity. Satisfied that Sinn could stand on his own, Will walked across the room to one of the panels, pressed it and the panel swung open to reveal a small cubicle that was a serviceable bathroom with a shower stall. He turned back to Sinn.


  "You'll find everything you'll need to get cleaned up. Strip now. You won't need what you're wearing for the next few hours at any rate. I'll see to your clothes." He picked up the crop and turned to face Sinn.


  "Nice outfit," Sinn said, his eyes leisurely roving over Will, a lusty message in that look.


  "Now," Will said.


  A bit of the jaded wariness returned to Sinn's eyes. He hesitated, then shrugged, and slowly he began to remove the remainder of his clothes. First he leaned down to unlace the heavy black boots, he slipped off the white cotton socks, then removed his black leather pants. Will couldn't help but be amused when the older man drew himself up to full height, displaying himself quite deliciously. Still fit, abs tight, no extra flesh to be found. Will noticed his cock was now at full staff, bobbing full steam. Well, he doubted that would last. Not once he explained what came next.


  "Leave the leather thong in place. The leash at your neck, the thong around your arm. Now, come here."


  Staring at Will, a challenge in that look, as he strutted across the black padded floor to stand in front of Will. "Yeah...boss?"


  Flirty, naughty, exactly as Will had expected. Engaging and lively.


  "Now you'll scrub, inside and out. My playmates have to be clean–very clean before we play."


  A look of confusion flared in Sinn's eyes. "Excuse me?"


  Will nodded toward the sink and the cellophane wrapped implements. "I think you'll figure it out."


  "Fuck me, you can't be serious."


  "I'm very serious. I don't want accidents. And leave the door ajar. I want to be certain you accomplish everything you're supposed to."


  "You're not watching me use that thing."


  "Do you know how to use it? Have you used one before?"


  Something flitted across Sinn's face. Yes, either he'd used one himself, or someone else had used it on him.


  "Do you need my help?" Will asked softly.


  A silent war erupted between the two men. It was Sinn who yielded first. "No, I don't need your damned help. I know what to do."


  Will cocked his head and arched a brow. "Then the quicker it's done, the sooner we can play." He tapped the new crop against his gloved hands. "Do we play or not?"


  "Who are you? That slide show." Sinn's gaze narrowed. "How did you know?"


  "Know what? You asked me once before what I did for a living. I'm a photojournalist."


  "So you took all of them yourself?"


  "I did."


  "But why these, why show them to me?"


  "Wild things. all of them. Just like you. I used to work with animals before I came to Seattle. I was known somewhat as a whisperer of sorts. I've been told I have good hands. Animals respond to me. I don't frighten them like a lot of humans do."


  He saw Sinn glance down at his black-gloved hands. "You come from the west. Like me."


  It was a guess. But Will shouldn't have expected any less. Sinn was an intelligent man.


  "Montana." Will paused. "Like you."


  Sinn's head snapped up as he looked into Will's face. He cocked his head. "Do I know you? Is that what this is all about?"


  Will motioned to the bathroom. "You're wasting time."


  "We're not done talking. I want to know–"


  "Later. Eventually, I expect you'll figure it out. Now, you need to get cleaned up. Everything you need is inside. And I'll be waiting. You have fifteen minutes. No more. So you'd best get started."


  Sinn leaned forward and sniffed loudly. "You took a shower, too. But not in here." He glanced around. "Where?"


  "Not your business. This room is for you. My guest."


  Sinn shrugged and stepped toward the bathroom. Will studied his backside. Nice. Very nice. Broad shoulders, a back that sloped down to a nicely muscled ass. A tight ass. Will had a feeling Sinn had not been fucked for quite some time. He was going to be snug, going to need loosening before Will fucked him. He gripped the dildoed handle of the crop. He'd get him ready, and he'd take his time doing it. And when Sinn begged him to fuck him, he'd be just stretched enough to grip his cock and make the ride enjoyable.


  "Wait," he said. He set the crop on the horse then walked to Sinn. He stroked his hands over Sinn's ass. Sinn tightened his buttocks. Mmm, nice. He reached around to curl a hand around his cock. "Be sure to use warm soapy water. Don't make it too hot, nor too cold." He stroked his hand up and down Sinn's cock. "When you insert the nozzle into your ass, don't be too quick. I want you to focus, to breathe. " Sinn's cock was now hard. He circled his fingers over the glans, played a finger over the slit. "Breathe slow and think about how it's going to feel when my cock splits your ass. How much more full you're going to feel." Sinn's breath grew rough. Will squeezed his cock. Sinn groaned. "Keep this hard for me. Don't come. Don't you dare come. And you make sure you fill that bag full and you take it all. I'm going to be listening and I'll know exactly what's going on in there. I have very keen hearing." He stepped away. He slapped Sinn on the ass. "Now get going."


  The door to the bathroom closed with a sharp crack. A moment later the shiny gold knob turned and it opened a crack. Will smiled. It was just enough to give privacy. It wasn't Will's purpose to humiliate Sinn, but he would have him clean. One of Will's quirks was cleanliness, top to bottom, inside and out.


  Listening to the water running, hearing the package broken open, all the sounds of preparation. In some ways they soothed him. They served as a sort of foreplay, a surety. He circuited the room, smoothed a hand over the black horse, kept walking until he came to the sleek black cupboard. He opened one of the drawers and pulled out the box of specially ordered flavored condoms. He flipped open the top, heard a groan from the bathroom. He brushed a hand over his cock, fully erect behind the leather of his pants. He thumbed through the foil packets inside the box. He chose two–one green, one yellow. He carefully laid them out on the table next to the chest, then closed the lid and returned the box to the drawer. For the moment, that would be enough.


  From the upper cupboard he pulled down a new tube of lubricant. No ordinary lube for this session, but a special velvety long-lasting silicone lube for a more pleasurable sensation. He set it next to the wrapped condoms. He heard the toilet flush. Then flush again. A thud as the used implements hit the trash can. Mumbling from Sinn. And then the shower came on. Will smiled as he turned back toward the bathroom. Slowly he made his way to the half-closed door. He pulled it all the way open and focused on Sinn's silhouette clearly visible through the clear thin vinyl curtain. He leaned against the doorjamb and waited, watching Sinn soap himself, then rinse squeaky clean. Exactly the way Will liked his men. A woodsy scent permeated the steamy atmosphere of the bathroom. Will inhaled deeply. A cleansing breath. More than ready to have that vinyl curtain shoved aside. But he could wait. He stroked across his erection. Sinn would be worth it.


  ****


  Sinn stepped into the shower feeling like he'd been thoroughly reamed out, sore and emptied. But his every sense was aroused. His cock fully erect. Why was he going the distance for this man? What was it about him? He'd not bent to any man in longer than he could remember—or maybe wanted to remember was the more accurate term. Will had a way of not making him feel so much used as pampered. His words and instruction to Sinn before he'd come in here had made the enema almost an erotic experience. Now that was just fucked up. But it was true.


  He turned toward the jet spray that rained down on him. He turned his face up and closed his eyes. Using the liquid soap–a rather expensive brand he noticed, and a sea sponge, he began to soap himself up. Clean. He wanted to be clean for Will. He wished his mind, his memories were half as clean as his body was going to be.


  As he soaped himself he thought of Will dressed in the black riding outfit. Old world, dapper, dangerous, confident. Sinn had never been that confident when he was Will's age. He wished he had been. He soaped down his body, jerked his white-foamed hand up and over his prick, as he thought about Will. He soaped his balls, then turned and let the water beat against his back.


  Sexy as hell. But who was he? Sinn had a very strong sense that they weren't strangers at all. Either here or in another life they had known each other, but in what capacity? He was really much younger than anyone Sinn would have hung around with when he lived in Montana. Where had they met? He had to have come from the same town or how would he have known about Sinn's background? He'd buried that as deep as he could when he'd changed his name. No one in Seattle, in his current circle knew about a man named David Garner. Sinn had killed him off, buried him, and hadn't looked back. So why did he feel like David was being resurrected?


  He reached up to the wet thong still tied around his neck. Why? What was Will trying to prove? What did he want Sinn to remember? Or more to the point, why did he want Sinn to remember? He opened the rusty door that led to the past. Sifted through those old memories. Lifted them up and examined them.


  Horse whisperer!


  Something niggled at the back of his brain. He had known a kid like that.


  Photographer.


  It couldn't be. Not him.


  Good with his hands. Special hands.


  He dropped the sponge, closed his eyes, and felt all the blood drain from his body. The water sprayed him clean as he stood there frozen in time. Remember a dark-haired elfen boy with big sapphire eyes. Watching him and Bobby in the garage making music. Always watching them.


  Jesus!


  He turned off the water, then yanked back the curtain. Dripping wet he stood there. He looked at the door–at the man standing there. Raven black hair, sapphire blue eyes. No kid, no elf. Will stared back. Legs astride, the whip clasped between both hands, meeting Sinn's gaze.


  Sinn fought for his control. Slowly he stepped from the shower onto the stark white tile floor, grabbed the thick, black bath towel from the rack affixed to the wall, and toweled himself dry. Stroked over his thighs, between his legs, beneath his armpits.


  Will set the crop aside and stepped into the bathroom, took the towel, turned Sinn and dried his back. Down over his ass, between the crease. Drying him thoroughly. Sinn felt paralyzed by the memories, by the surety of exactly who Will was.


  And then slowly the world starting moving again, spinning faster and faster. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Will spread the towel out to dry. That's when he went for him. Spun him around with brutal hands, shoved him back out the door, down onto the mat, straddling him, pinning him to the mat.


  Oddly, Will didn't struggle. He lay complacently beneath Sinn staring up at him with confident sapphire eyes. Of course, he had possessed the knowledge the whole time.


  "You've been stalking me, haven't you?" Sinn said. Angry and aroused both as his cock rubbed against Will's bulging erection. "All this time you knew exactly who I was, damn you. You knew and you tried to hide it."


  "I didn't try to hide anything, you just didn't want to see it. Davy."


  "Don't call me that," Sinn shouted. "David is dead. I killed him. My name is Sinn. Sinn Midnite."


  "All right. Sinn. If that's what you want to be called, then that's what I'll call you."


  He was doing exactly what he had done when he was a kid. Sinn and Bobby had remarked on it on occasion. The way he had of dealing with wild things. He'd kept a small menagerie of hurt things out in the barn. Sinn recalled that small back room that he'd claimed for his animals.


  "Why are you here?" Sinn asked. Letting Will remove his grip, then easing up from beneath Sinn.


  He stood and brushed himself off. He helped Sinn to his feet. He stroked a hand down the side of his face, brushed back a strand of his wet hair. "First, does it really matter how we got here? How many times did I ask you if you wanted this? How many times did you tell me that you did? You never once asked me my last name, did you? You don't want to know. You just want me to be Will. Isn't that enough?" He framed Sinn's face with his hands and Sinn felt all the anger drain out of him. He closed his eyes and opened to Will's touch.


  Will petted and stroked. Blood raced through Sinn, engorging him. Nerve endings fired beneath Will's quiet, assertive manner. He felt Will's lips against his own. Seducing him, molding him, refashioning him.


  "Open your eyes, Sinn, and look at me."


  Sinn did as Will asked.


  "That's better. Now, do you want to play?"


  "But you're–"


  Will's grip on his face firmed. "I'm Will. That's it. Just Will. And for tonight," he wound his hand into the leather thong.. "Tonight you belong to me. And I'll show you what that means." He kissed Sinn again, making Sinn's heart hammer. Then Will stepped back.


  "And now it's time to warm you up and get you ready." He gripped the tail of the tether encircling Sinn's neck. He reached for the crop, then drew the tip of the crop down along the side of Sinn's face. "Are you ready?"


  Sinn nodded, mesmerized by the voice and the look in the younger man's eyes.


  "Say it. Give me the words," Will commanded.


  "Yes." Looking into Will's eyes there simply was no other answer he could give.


  "Yes, what?" he pressed Sinn.


  "Yes…Will," Sinn responded grudgingly.


  "Why? Why will you give yourself to me?"


  How could Sinn answer that? Did he know why? Of course he did. Because this man knew him like no one else. He'd peeled away the layers. And Sinn wanted more. He wanted to be whole again. He wanted to feel again. Like he had been when he had first left Montana. And he knew the only way that was going to happen was to submit to this man, and only this man. And in doing so, it was as though he would travel full circle and be whole once more, the parts of himself finally stitched together.


  "I need you more than I've needed anyone in my entire life. And you know me like no one else, living, ever will. Make me feel, Will, make me live again."


  And Sinn thought he saw something like triumph blaze in Will's eyes. Just before the black mask settled over Sinn's eyes, blotting out everything. and he was once again utterly under this man's control.


  CHAPTER 7


  Will had meant to bind Sinn to the horse, to moving directly into the scene and take him through his paces. But that wasn't what this was all about. He recalled so many things about the young David Garner–the wild 18-year-old who had been his older brother's best friend. From the way Bobby had told it, they'd been friends from the first day that Davy and his mother had moved to town. Packing up and leaving Billings, she'd moved in with the owner of the single restaurant in Reverie, a small, blink-and-you-miss-it town a stretch of distance from Miles City, dragging Davy with her. Davy spun some great yarns about the way his life had been before landing in the dusty ghost town of Reverie, and all he talked about was getting out as soon as he turned eighteen, although he hadn't actually been able to save enough money to leave until he was twenty-one. Usually the vow was more forceful after a beating from Charlie leaving him a black-and-blue backside and shoulders. Oh, yes, Davy Garner was the wildest most exotic thing Reverie had ever seen. At least in Bobby's estimation. And he had Bobby dreaming of a way out of Reverie as well. At least until he'd knocked up his girlfriend, Mary Anne, and all those dreams of becoming a big rock star got busted to hell.


  Will led Sinn over to the black-paneled wall. Lifting one arm he affixed it to the ring, and then did the same with the other. Then he bound his legs to the lower insets. He stepped to the side and adjusted the height using a hidden panel to electronically reposition the restraints along the panel groove tracking, bringing Sinn up almost to his tiptoes, drawing him taut, every muscle, every rib defined. Then he adjusted the leg restraints, widening them so that it was necessary for Sinn to rely on the restraints to keep him upright, making him appear more like an effigy affixed to the wall.


  He went back to Sinn and unwound the remaining leather thong from Sinn's arm. Yes, it would do.


  "What are you doing?" Sinn asked, a hint of concern flavoring his words.


  "You'll soon find out." Will said as he walked across to the cupboard and pulled down a bottle of oil. He coated the thong. His gloves wet and shiny from the oil, coated well, he went back to Sinn. He reached out for Sinn's cock and began to stroke him. "You seem to have a habit of deflating on me. I'm going to fix that. At least for a time." He brought Sinn to semi-erection and then he proceeded to lace the thong in an intricate braided pattern around Sinn's rigid cock, curling it lightly around his balls and then tying it beneath. He stood back to admire his handiwork. He pressed his hand to Sinn's inner thigh, stroked upward, cupping his bound balls, then fingering his prick. "There you go," he said.


  Yes, very pretty. Sinn's cock latticed and pointing with rigid rod-like force out from Sinn's body. A good eight-and-a-half inches, burning with the blush of blood-infused rich redness. Fat and bursting against the rolled leather thong. Will stroked across the pronounced slit with his gloved index finger. A dewy drop of liquid coated his finger. Sinn groaned. "No more limp dick," he murmured. "Not tonight."


  "You're killing me," Sinn said. He wiggled against the tight bindings, his hands fisted. His cock bobbed beautifully. He needed more, Will decided. Yes, more. Back to the cupboard he pulled open a drawer and studied the contents inside. He found the ball bearings. Three. Two with clamps for his nipples, one with a slender short silver slip-chain for another part of his anatomy.


  First Will affixed the slip chain just beneath the ridge of Sinn's cockhead. Sinn cried out and his stiff erection was pulled downward. He shuddered. Will gave him a moment to get used to the weight. The small weighted ball swung back and forth, the silver chain glinted, his cock burned an even deeper shade of magenta. Sinn gritted his teeth.


  Will placed his oily gloved hand against Sinn's chest, stroked in swirling motions over his torso, down toward his abdomen, sifted through the golden hair at his groin and back up to his chest lightly dusted in fine blond hair. He tweaked a nipple drawing it hard and tight, drew it out and then attached the first clamp.


  "Fuck!" Sinn shivered. Will waited, letting the pain abate to a dull throb. He stroked across the pinched nipple causing Sinn to shudder at the exquisite blend of pain and pleasure.


  "Do you want me to stop?" Will asked. "Is it too much?"


  "I want to come," Sinn said, but not quite the tone Will was waiting to hear. He turned to Sinn's other nipple and prepared him in the same way, then waiting for the driving pain to abate. He stepped away.


  "You can't come yet. We've hardly begun. And now, as much as you might want to disobey me and climax, you can't. Not until I'm ready for you to come. But you will stay nice and hard for me."


  Will went back to the cabinet and picked up a vial of sensitizing oil. He went back to Sinn. Pouring some of the oil into his palm he then began to stroke over Sinn body. Shoulders, arms, chest, hips, legs. Every inch of him was coated in the musky scented oil. He reached around and stroked across Sinn's ass, his fingers settled in the crease. He found his small asshole. Just a taste, a light penetration giving them both an edge to the moment when Will would finally possess him there. He dipped the oiled tip of his middle finger past the tight ring of muscle. He felt Sinn draw breath. A tight hole and he had to push past the unyielding ring of muscle. Ah, there, and he slipped inside, just to the crease of the first joint of his finger. He wiggled.


  "You're killing me," Sinn groaned. "I can't stand much more without coming."


  Will pulled his finger out, so he just brushed Sinn's opening, then pressed in again. He repeated the act over and over again, until Sinn was wiggling against the bonds, and then finally pushing back with his hips, reaching for that finger, trying to make Will penetrate him more thoroughly. But it was Will who had the control. He pressed his finger to that first joint and left it there, unmoving. Sinn finally stopped his contortions. His head dropped forward, acquiescing to Will's control.


  "Bobby never knew you were gay, did he?"


  Sinn's head shot up, he turned toward Will's voice, but with the mask he couldn't see him. All he could do was listen and feel. The weights, the thong, the tit clamps, reminding him very keenly of who was in charge. Will waited for his answer.


  ****


  Sinn's mind was in chaos. There were so many sensations going on inside him right now, he couldn't tell if he was up or down. It was like some sort of high without the drugs.


  "Ahhh," he rolled his head back and forth. Memories of Reverie, of Bobby, of that asshole Charlie, of feeling like every day he had to hide, had to control every thought, every action, every glance. Now, here, in this room he felt like the layers of his skin were peeled wide open. Every inch of him exposed to Will. A man who should have been a stranger, but wasn't.


  "Answer me. He didn't know did he?" Will's warm breath feathered across Sinn's cheek. Stretched taut, weighed down, the echo of delicious pain throbbing through him, Sinn had nowhere to run, nowhere to hide. He was exposed in a way he had never allowed himself to be before. And at some level he knew this was exactly what he needed–what he wanted. Nowhere to hide and Will had the ability to exact every last secret from him if he so chose.


  He rounded on Will, even though he couldn't see him. "And did he know you were a fag, too? His little brother–Billy?"


  "Hardly. I was thirteen when you left. I was fifteen when he died. I barely knew it myself. I was relieved when you left. Thirteen's a hard age for a kid–especially when the only person he fantasizes about sexually happened to be a guy."


  Sinn's emotions were conflicted by that revelation. To be honest before he left Reverie he'd barely noticed Bobby's younger brother, except that he was a nuisance hanging in the shadows watching them all the time.


  "I barely remember you," he admitted.


  "I didn't figure you would. I counted on it."


  "So you stalked me. What is it you want? Revenge for Bobby dying? Or some sick way of trying to resurrect your brother?" He taunted Will and he knew it. Was he looking for a beating? He used to do that with Charlie just to get the whipping over with. It usually worked. Or was this just a way to make Sinn pay for Bobby dying?


  "Bobby's accident was an accident. Bobby was happy with Mary Anne. Well, as happy as he could be considering they had to get married and his best friend had left town. He was never hungry like you to get out of Montana. He had ties and he doted on his son."


  "What happened to Mary Anne and the–the baby?"


  "They're with my folks. My mom loves Davy."


  Sinn stilled. "What did you say?"


  "Bobby's idea. They called him David."


  "Shit." Sinn's head dropped back. He felt something choking him, some emotion he'd never let grab him. "Shit!"


  Will's finger wiggled in his ass, snapping him back to the present.


  "I had to leave. I'd have died there, and it wouldn't have been an accident."


  Will's finger stilled inside him. "I know. Bobby knew it too. He knew you had to go; he had to stay. He couldn't cut his roots."


  "What do you want from me?"


  "You didn't answer my question. Did Bobby know about you?"


  "No one knew. They just all figured I was so into the music I didn't have time for girls." And for Sinn there was a lot of truth to that. He was focused solely on getting out of Reverie and pursuing his career. It had taken several years working as a bus boy in a restaurant in LA and spending all his spare time writing songs and trying to break down some of the right doors before he'd been "discovered" by the record producer. He'd been so ripe for it when the guy had propositioned him. Too hungry.


  "Did you want to fuck Bobby? I thought maybe that's why you really left. You were in love with him, but you knew he wasn't in love with you. Not in that way."


  Sinn whipped around, dislodging Will's finger, making him feel suddenly as though a part of him was missing. Having Will inside him, now he was empty. "I never thought of fucking Bobby. It wasn't like that between us. I loved him like a brother. I'd have done anything for Bobby." Then in a lower tone. "He was my brother in every way that mattered."


  Will stroked a hand over Sinn's ass, soothing him, centering him. Sinn exhaled on a long shuddering breath. Again, he felt the weights bearing down on him, balancing him somehow.


  "What is it you want...Billy?"


  The hand stopped stroking. "I'm not Billy any more than you are Davy. Isn't that right? Do you really think I'm that little boy that was so easy for you to forget?"


  Sinn considered that shadowy image of a child–no, an adolescent at that gawky age of in-between. No, Sinn hadn't thought twice about him once he shook the dirt of Montana off his boots and arrived in L.A. But the man standing next to him would never be so politely dismissed. Whatever the rest of the night brought, Sin had a feeling he would never forget Will, with the amazing hands and seductive voice.


  "You're not thirteen anymore, are you?"


  "No. Nor are you twenty-one thinking all you had to do was prove you could sing and your career would be made."


  "No. That's true. I'm definitely not that kid anymore."


  Will gripped his weighted cock and Sinn thought his heart would stop with the feel of that hand on his sensitized, painfully engorged prick. "Do something with it rather than fucking touch it. You're killing me."


  "Are you sure you're ready for what comes next? Do you want me, Sinn? Do you really want me to take what I've wanted for so long?"


  "You've fixated on me."


  "Maybe. Or maybe I know how to set a goal and go after exactly what I want."


  "You want me."


  Will's fingers played lightly over Sinn's stretched out cock. He reached beneath to tease his balls.


  "Ahhh!" Sinn didn't think he could stand much more of this foreplay. He was feeling–he was not numb, he was dying–he was alive in a way he'd never been before.


  "Are you ready for me? You haven't been fucked in a long time have you? I'm a man who knows what he wants and willing do what it takes to achieve that goal. Whatever happens, I'm going to make sure you don't forget me. Not that boy in Reverie–he's gone. But you will remember me."


  "Do what you want."


  "But do you want it, too? Do you need it–would you beg for it?"


  Oh yeah, he'd beg. He wanted all of it. How that boy in Reverie had grown up to be a man with the ability to exquisitely torture him, he had no idea. But then he was no dreamy musician anymore either. Sinn Midnite and Will were totally different creatures, a lifetime removed from a dusty Montana ghost town. And whoever they were now, Sinn wanted Will like he'd never wanted anyone–anything in his life. Maybe even more than his music. And that was saying something.


  "Please," He found himself begging. "Fuck me. Beat me. Do whatever you want to me. Own me." He licked his lips. "Make me your bitch," he whispered. He was defeated by his own yearnings, his need to be free of the shackles of his memory holding him back. He was never more certain that Will was the only man to help him break free to live again.


  "Then I'll show you what it is to be mine, my darling. My tastes have been finely honed, not distorted like yours. Clean and bright and rich. And you'll soon learn exactly what I mean."


  Sinn already knew. He already understood. And he was ready to accept whatever demand Will made upon him. Suddenly, everything was different. And if nothing else, he had to find out if he could go the distance. He had to have this man's cock inside him. And he would do whatever it took to make that happen.


  And then Will removed the tit clamps. As blood surged back into Sinn's chest he felt like his body was on fire. He fought against the restraints. Will rubbed his chest, massaged his chest, until finally Sinn could breathe again. Then Will removed the weight on his cock, but he didn't unlace his engorged prick. All Sinn could do at this point was feel. He was only half aware when Will released his arms from the restraints, too fully immersed in sensation to even think about what Will might have planned next.


  CHAPTER 8


  Will led Sinn over to the horse. He bent him forward. Ass out. He re-situated his legs to a wider stance. He stepped in front of the horse. He took one of Sinn's arms and fastened his hands around the silver metal grip situated on one of the legs of the horse. Then he did the same with his other arm.


  "Hold the grips. Keep holding them. I'm not going to use the cuffs. I'm trusting you to do exactly as you're told. Do you understand?"


  "Yeah, I get it," Sinn said. Will saw him tighten his grip around the metal handgrips.


  "Don't move. If you want me to stop, just say the word, "Boomer."


  "Boomer?" Sinn's head shot up and he turned in the direction of Will's voice.


  "You remember Boomer, right?"


  "I haven't thought of that mangy old yellow tom for...a long time."


  "He took to you like nobody else," Will said.


  "I never could figure out why," Sinn responded.


  "Maybe he saw a kindred spirit."


  "I sure wasn't no tom prowling around the female kitties the way he liked to do."


  "Maybe not, but there was no taming him, either. He went his own way, every last time." Will picked up the trail of the thong tied around Sinn's neck. "Nobody was going to cage that old boy."


  "What happened to him?"


  "I saw he got fed. Stayed around for a few years after that. One day he just up and disappeared. Kind of like you."


  "I didn't just up and disappear," Sinn said. "Bobby knew where I was going."


  Will released the end of the thong. "You didn't find what you were looking for in L.A. though, did you?"


  "I guess it was enough to know what I didn't want. I lost the music out there."


  "Have you found it?"


  Sinn was silent. All those concerts that Will had attended, watching and studying Medusa's Thorn, and he knew what Sinn wouldn't admit. Something was missing. And that something was holding Sinn back from realizing his full potential. The caution and control he'd learned after LA still had a tight grip on him. And Will knew it stemmed, at least in some part, from fear of ending up right back where he'd been as the party favor of that LA producer.


  He'd started to reclaim some of his verve from younger days. But something was stopping him from truly immersing himself in his music. Will had watched him and Bobby in Reverie; and yearned to be like them. He'd even left Reverie to pursue his own dreams, landing in Seattle. He'd tried to forget about a dreamer by the name of David Garner until he'd stumbled across a photo on Facebook, featuring a band by the name of Medusa's Thorn. That's what started him on a road to finding a singer going by the name of Sinn Midnite.


  The search had started in Seattle, backtracked to California. He'd found an old address for Davy through some of Bobby's old letters stuffed into a box of things his mother had sent him. He'd dug around, learned his history. And now, here they were.


  One thing Will knew was that Sinn was ready. Will had been at more than one club over the last year or so and Sinn had never noticed him before. But tonight, Sinn had been searching for something. Will sensed he was finally ready to break free. He looked at Sinn's back, at the faint thin scars that tracked across his skin. The use, the abuse had fundamentally changed him. But Sinn was strong or he'd have ended up on the street corners of the Strip, all used up and hooked on crack. But that's not what had happened. Beneath the wild blond hair, beneath the boldness, beneath the seemingly random actions, was a core of steely determination. He might stumble, but he would recover.


  "So you'll remember the word. Boomer."


  "Yeah. Like a boomerang, he'd always come back." His hands tightened on the grip. "I won't go back," he whispered. "I'm never going back there. Let's do this."


  Will couldn't be certain which "going back there" he alluded to. Did he mean L.A. or Montana? Or just that dark place that he managed to climb out of? "Boomer," Will confirmed. But somehow Will had a feeling that Sinn wouldn't use the safe word. If nothing else, Sinn was not about being safe. He never had been. He'd find a way to protect himself, but beyond that, he was all for racing head long into danger.


  Will would start slow. "Hang on," Will said, then circled around behind Sinn.


  Sinn had a very nice ass. Slender hips, a sweet ass. Pale white at the moment, but soon that would change. Will lifted the crop, he gripped the dildoed handle, then he brought the crop down across that lovely white flesh with a firm, controlled swing. Sinn jumped, he sucked in a breath, but other than that he didn't utter a sound. A pale red line marred the lovely white flesh. Will brought the crop down across that tender white ass again. And then again. Sinn's ass was now blushed red, a glow that seemed to fan out across the surface of each cheek, darkening the crease between. Not quite enough, he decided and he moved around to come from the other side.


  He didn't speak as he administered the whipping. He waited, he listened for any sign of distress, but his whole focus was on Sinn's beautiful ass, now flaming the color of an even shade of burn. Finally, he set the crop aside and moved in behind Sinn. He'd remembered to turn the air conditioning on high. The air was chill, but Sinn's body was hot, and ripe, and ready. Even through the thin veneer of the black leather gloves Will could feel the heat emanating from Sinn's tempered flesh. He flattened a hand across one cheek. Sinn sucked in air, released it on a groan.


  "Are you done," he finally asked, his voice tight with suppressed emotion.


  Will smoothed both hands over his ass, watching the ebb and flow of color undulate across Sinn's skin. He cupped each cheek and spread the two halves open. He studied Sinn's little brown puckered hole, so dark against the reddened pale flesh of his ass. He kneaded Sinn's ass, stretched him wider.


  "Hardly finished, love. Hardly that." He stroked his thumbs down either side of the dark crevice. This time Sinn shuddered. Pain and pleasure so seamlessly blended.


  He released Sinn's ass, then reached beneath to surround his laced cock. Oh, yes, engorged, and hot, the laces biting into his flesh. He fingered his testicles. Heavy and bursting. When he finally did let him come, for Sinn the sensation would resemble fireworks going off on the 4th of July. He would feel it through his whole body. But not just yet.


  "Oh, Christ!"


  Will released him. He pivoted around and headed back to the cupboard.


  ****


  Sinn tried to hold on. The whipping - he thought it would be different. More like when his stepfather used his belt on him; or when the producer and his friends went after him in sport. But that wasn't what this was like. Each time the crop connected, arrows of that burn soared through him, spearing right into his heart. Will took his time and obviously was expert in a way Sinn would never have thought. The contact wasn't quick, one after the other. This was a connoisseur's savoring of a glass of expensive wine. After each hit, Will waited, as though he knew and wanted Sinn to absorb the very specific sensation zinging through his body.


  He never connected in the same place, so the pain that went through Sinn's body seemed to strike at a range of nerve endings, flooding him with a bloom of sensations. A rose with a stem of thorns–the scent fragrant and pleasing, the thorn a sharp contrast, the beauty of a rosebud opening fully and releasing its fragrance. Such is how Sinn started to feel. The scent of the room, the cold air, the heat in his ass, rising through him. His strapped cock bursting, his balls heavy, sweat dripping from his brow. He gripped the handholds tighter though his hands were slippery wet. His forearms bulged, his arms hurt, his thigh muscles quivered. But he would not give in.


  As the crop was laid across his ass once more he blinked beneath the mask, then blinked again. Something inside him was breaking, something he always feared to release. No! He would not bend, he would not break. The crop struck again. This time connecting with the other cheek. He sucked in air, released it slowly on a shuddering breath.


  Then there was a pause. He jumped when Will's gloved hands settled upon his burning ass. He bit his lower lip, tasted blood. Bit down again as Will eased his ass cheeks apart. Was he going to fuck him now? Finally? The burn of the whipping pulsed through him, arousing him. Every nerve ending seemed exposed, the lightest touch sending him soaring.


  He dropped his head forward, focused on not begging. There was no thought in his mind of using the safe word to stop what was happening. No, he wanted more. He needed more.


  And then Will's hand surrounded his throbbing cock. Fuck he wanted to come. He couldn't stand much more. This man was a devil, torturing him with pleasure. No, that wasn't the right word. There was so much more to it than simple pleasure. That was a surface word. It didn't go deep like a slender stiletto burrowing purposely into his heart–piercing his soul, bleeding him out with exquisitely slow purpose. He throbbed–not just his ass, but his whole body. Every inch of him had become the sexual orifice, every cell quivering for more.


  He jumped when the line of lube ran down his crack. Yes, more. Will's hand thwacked across his ass cheek. Yes, that. More of that.


  "Do it again," he finally managed to beg. "Again."


  He hit him on the other cheek. Still not enough. "Again." Even to his ears it came out more as a demand. The hairline crack in his self-control was ignored. He felt it, knew what it portended, but he couldn't stop now.


  "Not enough!"


  Will's hand came down again and again and again. Igniting the crop, whipping. Firing him. Smoke rising into the air as kindling catches and flares. The acrid scent filling, rising inside his mind as he envisioned his body bursting into flame. His nostrils flared. He felt it–was right there, right at the precipice. But he still needed...more.


  His ass felt raw, flaming, throbbing.


  "Will! Break me!" he screamed. "Break me apart!" He had to have it. He had to reach that spot. He had to shatter. "Ahhh!"


  Ass throbbing, he stopped breathing when Will's two fingers entered his tight orifice. Slow, so slow he penetrated. A dip, a retreat. Dipping deeper, full retreat. Heat swirled across his flaring puckered anus, now so sensitized, Sinn wasn't sure he could bear it. His cock, hot, hard, throbbing, tethered tight, his balls close to bursting. His ass cheeks raw with sensation. Will's thick-gloved fingers burrowing into his hole. Curling, thrusting, searching, stretching. Sinn backed into the penetration. Pain, pleasure, sensations meeting him at every turn. There was no freeing himself from the chrysalis of sensations barraging him on all levels.


  In his mind he envisioned Will–a renegade pirate, a commanding king, a triumphant captain. Sinn was dizzy with the emotions flooding him. He gasped, he twisted, he thrust back against Will's hand. Three fingers now embedded in his ass, stretching him taut, a biting squeeze against the walls of his anus. Stretching, stretching, until he was certain he couldn't take anymore.


  "Fuck me!" Sinn screamed. "Fuck me with your damned cock. Let me come. I've got to come." He begged, he screamed, he shook with the soul-deep need.


  Will's fingers exited, leaving Sinn gaping. So hungry to be filled. Something else was shoved into him. Just as big as Will's three fingers, but it wasn't human. It wasn't Will's cock.


  "Damn you!" Sinn rotated his hips. Shoved back. His anus felt like it was going to split open, but he knew there was more–so much more. Then he knew what it was. He remembered looking at the crop, at the handle Will's fingers curled around. Thick, and fat, and shiny black. That's what was shoved up his ass. Will rotated it and Sinn felt every measure, every nook of that sculpted cock as Will circled it inside him. Pushed it into him, pulled it back, shoved it in again.


  And then Sinn was floating, separated from himself in some odd and unusual way. It was as though all the scattered sensations that had been swirling around him, inside him, finally melded together, and he floated in a nirvana he never wanted to leave. He soared at the gates of paradise. And finally, and truly, he gave himself up to Will in every sense of the word. And slowly the walls inside him at last started to crumble.


  It was then the dildo exited leaving him more exposed than ever. But he could not move, could not utter a sound. He knew Will was not finished with him yet. And whatever Will demanded of him, Sinn possessed no more will to resist. This man owned him in a manner that went soul-deep and body complete.


  "Will." One word, one name, that said everything.


  CHAPTER 9


  Will felt the moment Sinn's barriers crashed. He twisted the dildo one last time. Sinn shoved back, ground his hips against the impaled object. Sinn was now all emotion, all about sensation. The shackles of his past shattered, his primal nature–his instinct–kicked in. Will pulled the dildo out and tossed it aside. He gripped each of Sinn's cheeks, spreading them, flexing his fingers against the hot reddened flesh. He was ready, more than ready. Pliant and eager.


  Will unlaced his pants, parted the front, and released his cock. He stroked the length, ready and just as eager to burrow into Sinn's ass. He ripped open one of the condom packages and sheathed his prick. He moved behind Sinn and pressed the tip to Sinn's opening. Sinn stilled; he tensed. Will smoothed a hand over his ass.


  "Don't tense up. You should know better." He slapped him on the ass cheek. "Yield, lovely. Yield for me." Will felt the tension ease. The pressure lessened and Will slipped the head of his cock inside. He watched as the bloomed puckered flesh stretched and then closed in around the crown of his cock. Lovely. The grip on his cock was still tight, but not too tight. Inch by inch, until four inches filled Sinn, then Will pulled back until just the head remained inside him. He played him, his fingers trailing over the exposed crack, tickling at the stretched opening. Sinn shuddered.


  "Do it," Sinn cried out. "Bury your cock inside me. All the way, dammit. I can't take much more."


  Again Will pushed four inches into Sinn. And then one more. Sinn tried to push back, to take Will deeper, but Will fastened his hands to Sinn's hips and halted any further movement.


  "At my speed, in my time," Will said.


  Sinn began to tremble. Again, his head dropped forward, his shoulder muscles tensed. The slope of his back became more defined. Will had learned a connoisseur's eye and appreciation for the fine detail of the human flesh. And right now Sinn's couldn't look more beautiful to him. Sinn tensed, his channel drawing tight and snug around Will's prick. Ah, God, what a grip. A bite of pain shot through Will. It was a pleasant pain fueled by conquest and submission. He rolled his hips and another inch of his cock pushed deeper into Sinn. He pulled back and thrust again. No more than five. Engorged, stretching the flesh. Keeping Sinn opened to him on every level. He leaned back to study the fusing of prick to ass. He admired the tones of red–stripes across Sinn's ass cheeks, his cock blood-engorged to a purplish hue, the reddish-brown tone of that crease of flesh he penetrated. The black of his glove resting against Sinn's ass.


  He buried another inch into Sinn. He slapped him. A swift, sharp connection. First one cheek, then the other. One on the full, fleshy roundness of a cheek, the other at the descent of roundness morphing into upper thigh.


  "Ahhh!" Sinn cried. Droplets of sweat glistened and collected at the small of his back.


  Another inch found its depth. Almost there, almost home. Almost anchored completely. Pressure built. Will's balls drew up close to his body. He pulled back, and then just as quickly he shoved home–all the way home, tunneling his way in with raw passion, fusing himself up to the balls in delicious Sinn.


  For one moment he lost the ability to breathe.


  "Help me," whimpered Sin. "I have to–I have to–"


  Will reveled in the feel of Sinn's ass surrounding his prick, bearing down on him, sheathing him tight–so tight. Will reached around Sinn's tightly laced prick, so fat, so hot, dripping with need. Slowly, he unlaced him, the thong falling to the floor. He gripped Sinn's prick. Sinn shuddered beneath him. Then slowly he rode him, prick to ass and hand to cock.


  "Now, come for me, baby. Come for me."


  Sinn screamed, a raw sound that filled the room. Will thrust one last time, then exploded, his orgasm an explosion that ripped him open. Sinn's prick, hot and silky, imprinted by the leather thong, veins popping, pulsing.


  "Let go," Will said. Still embedded inside Sinn, he dragged him up from the horse. Like a rag doll, Sinn offered no resistance, so totally claimed by sensation. Will fused him, one arm wrapped around his torso, the other hand wrapped around his prick. His hand rode up the front of his chest, flattened, up toward his neck. When Sinn came, it was an orgasm that rocked his whole body.


  "Ahhhhhh!" Will forced his head back against his shoulder. His channel undulated around Will's cock still buried inside him, like a hand milking him. Just as Will did to Sinn. Milked him as he gushed and gushed his orgasm onto the mat, spurting his seed, wetting Will's glove as he continued to jerk his prick until every last ounce of cum–of emotion had spilled free.


  The only thing holding Sinn up was Will. Slowly, he brought him down to the mat. Slowly, he pulled his softening prick from inside Sinn; he ripped the mask from his eyes and tossed it aside. The man still shuddered in the aftermath of the full body orgasm. Will did not leave him, but sat upon the floor and pulled Sinn into his arms. He dragged off his gloves, then cradled Sinn in his arms; he soothed him and held him close.


  He turned Sinn's head toward him. There was a quietness in his expression. He opened his eyes and gazed up at Will.


  "What did you do to me?"


  Will leaned forward and kissed him softly. Then claimed him more thoroughly. He lifted away.


  "Rest. It will take a while to get your strength back. Close your eyes and rest for a moment."


  Will knew the range of emotions that had to be going through Sinn at the moment. He recalled all too well the first time he'd been taken to such a point. Feeling raw and exposed hardly described the sensations. It wasn't something quickly resolved. Physically he'd recovered quickly, but emotionally it had taken many months to come to some sort of understanding of what he'd experienced. He expected it to be the same for Sinn. Resolution in such matters did not come easily.


  He gazed down at Sinn, stroked his hand across his chest. Sinn's eyes were closed, but Will knew he was not at rest. The experience with Sinn had been more than he'd expected. It had taken more out of him than he thought it would. But what would happen when it was over and Sinn left? Could he bear the separation? Sinn wasn't known for constancy in his lovers. Would tonight be any different?


  He pulled Sinn's head closer to his chest and he waited. Tonight was not over yet and that's the only thing he could be certain of just at the moment. For now, holding Sinn in his arms was enough.


  ****


  Sinn's mind wandered, just floated from thought to thought, running free, no fences, no walls. He was almost unaware of his body, though there was a sense of soreness and of exhaustion. But it seemed so very incidental. He sensed now that all the anger and rage that had built up over the years, had fueled so many of his choices, was finally receding. He'd never understood before, but now, there was this certain clarity that spurred his thoughts and memories.


  One thing he was more than aware of was Will's strong arms wrapped around him, anchoring him in a way that kept him from falling too deep or flying too high. He was centered and he could allow his thoughts to wander unencumbered and still feel safe. When he thought about it, he'd never really felt safe. Everything he'd done, everything he'd been had been spurred by a certain desperation that had colored everything.


  He reached out and clasped Will's hand that lay upon his chest. He threaded his fingers through Will's. Will—this man here and now, was someone Sinn had never known before. He still couldn't seem to resolve that Will–this dominant young man was the same thirteen-year-old boy, Billy Keyser, he'd once rather shrugged off as the pain-in-the-ass younger brother of his best buddy. He was to be tolerated, but no more than that.


  He brought Will's hand up to his mouth and kissed it. He didn't have words right now–he didn't want to speak and Will seemed to understand that. Sinn measured the feel of Will's hand that seemed to engulf his own. Hard and big. Some place along the way, between sex and collapse, Will had removed his gloves, and now it was skin-to-skin. Sinn felt the calluses rub against his own hand. A fragment of a conversation came back to him, one that he'd almost surely forgotten, it having left little imprint upon his mind until now.


  It was a hot August day back in Reverie. He and Bobby were doing some fence mending for Duke Barnes who had a few ornery cows who kept slipping through the fence. Billy had tagged along that day, sort of trailing silently after the two older boys. One of Sinn's gloves had ripped and a barb had gone deep into Sinn's finger.


  "Shit!" he'd screamed, tearing off the glove and sucking at the wound. He knew he should have gotten a new pair of gloves, but he spent the last of his money on new guitar strings, which had seemed the more important thing to have at the time.


  "Here," a soft voice said from behind him. He turned to see Billy holding out a pair of gloves.


  "Why aren't you helping Bobby?" Sinn had said.


  Billy shrugged. "He wasn't doing much."


  "Hell, neither am I." He looked at the gloves. "What am I supposed to do with those?"


  "Yours are ripped. I thought you could use these. Bobby said he didn't want my help. He says I'm too young." Billy had looked down, ramming his booted toes into the dry earth


  "Well, you are. What are you, seven?" Sinn had put his gloves back on determined to be more careful, and remember to purchase a new pair of gloves when he got the chance.


  "Almost eight. Big enough," Billy said.


  "Your ma would whip his butt." Not likely, and it didn't make the impression he'd hoped on Billy. Tenacious little bugger.


  "Well, she told him he had to bring me with him today," Billy said mutinously.


  "'Cause you whined to her."


  Billy had gone red. He shoved his gloves at Sinn again. "If you wear these you won't hurt your finger anymore. They're new."


  Sinn had taken them and held them up to his hand. He grinned. "A little small for me. You've got some growing to do before you'll have a man's hands on you, kid."


  Billy had looked crestfallen. He looked down at his own smaller hands, then back at Sinn. There was an oddly adult look in his eyes as he gazed at Sinn. He grabbed the gloves and stuffed them into the back pocket of his jeans. "I will someday. You wait and see. I'll have a man's hands all right." He spun around and stalked away.


  Sinn hadn't thought more about the incident and had returned to mending fences with a throbbing hand.


  He gripped the big hand now almost engulfing his own. "You did grow up to have a man's hands, didn't you?" He remarked.


  The grip on his hand tightened. "Yeah, I guess I did," came the soft response.


  "Who'd have thought."


  "I'm surprised you remembered that conversation."


  "I didn't. Not until now," Sinn admitted.


  Will pulled him closer. "You were fifteen and you and Bobby hated me chasing after you. But I couldn't help it."


  "You got better at hiding in the shadows when you got older. Half the time we hardly knew you were there."


  "I know. I always envied how close you and Bobby were."


  "He was my brother in every sense but blood," Sinn said. "Maybe if I'd stayed in Reverie–"


  "It likely wouldn't have changed anything. Bobby had one road to follow, you had another. He knew that. And I think deep down you knew it, too."


  "And what about you?" Sinn asked. He couldn't help wondering how their roads had crossed, bringing them both to this spot.


  "I've done what I should. I've built myself a career. I love what I do."


  "You love bringing men down here and playing your games?" Something odd was taking place inside Sinn at the thought of all those other nameless men. Slowly he sat up and eased from within Will's embrace. He turned to face him.


  Again, there was that sense of clarity. The expression in Will's eyes turned guarded. He shrugged. "We all have needs. I'd say mine have been safer than yours."


  Well, Sinn couldn't fault him on that observation. Sinn had been lucky, that's the best he could say of that. Will leaned in. "Do you really want to question how we got here? Right now? Isn't it enough that we are here?"


  "You're playing me. You're the dangerous type. Too deep." Sinn narrowed his gaze as he studied Will. "Even saying we sort of grew up together and you know that part about me. You knowing about L.A., that's something different."


  "You wrote to Bobby about it."


  "You know more than I wrote to Bobby about. Bobby never knew I was gay. You've known from the start."


  "Maybe."


  "You stalked me here. You made this happen." He couldn't be certain how he felt about that. Knowing that Will had dug into every corner of his life to ferret out his vulnerabilities.


  Will straightened away. "You can, and you could, leave at any time. I'm not forcing you to stay."


  That much was true.


  "And if I say I want to leave right now?"


  Emotions flitted across Will's face. Sinn couldn't quite decipher them. Maybe he wasn't certain he wanted to.


  "Do you want to leave, Sinn?"


  It was a moment of decision. A decision that rested in Sinn's hands. Any other of the nameless fanboys he'd fucked, and there wouldn't have been a second thought about it. Fuck and see you. Forgotten quickly.


  He stared at Will–handsome, young–maybe too young in some ways, and yet, matured beyond his years. Sinn had at some level known that the young kid, Billy, had hero-worshiped Bobby and Sinn. Had all of that led to this?


  "I'm nobody's hero," Sinn finally said.


  Will smiled. "That was a long time ago. I'm nobody's kid brother today. I didn't tell you who I was because I didn't want you to see that kid."


  "Apparently it worked. That isn't who I see."


  "Good. Does that mean you still want to go? It's early yet."


  Sinn chuckled. "Early. I don't even know what time it is or how long I've been here."


  "Does it matter so much?"


  Sinn decided it didn't. And he didn't want to leave. He needed to examine how he felt more closely, but not tonight. Sinn shook his head. "No it doesn't matter. No, I don't want to leave. No, I don't see that kid back in Reverie."


  Will slowly rose to his feet in one fluid motion. He walked into the bathroom to dispense with the used condom. Then he returned to Sinn. He towered over him and then slowly began to strip. He pulled the shirt over his head. He held out a booted foot to Sinn. "Can you pull it off? Or are you still feeling a tad weak?"


  "Fuck you," Sinn said. A challenge if Sinn had ever heard one. He grabbed the boot and yanked while Will anchored himself against the horse. And then he did the same with the other one. Will rolled down the black socks, balled them up and tossed them to the side. Then Will shoved his leather pants down over his hips to linger around his thighs. Again, he held out a leg.


  "Pull," he said.


  Sinn pulled first one leg, then the other. Will stood in front of him naked. Sinn couldn't help noticing how sleek and well-muscled his body was. He held out a hand to Sinn. "Let's shower, but we'll use my bathroom this time."


  "Is it better than this one?" Sinn asked as he got to his feet. He wavered a little, and then steadied himself.


  "Oh, yeah, a lot nicer. A lot more to play with."


  "No more enemas," Sinn couldn't help saying.


  Will chuckled. "Nope. Done with those...for tonight."


  Now Sinn was intrigued and already starting to feel revived from the last "game." He was definitely up for the next round.


  CHAPTER 10


  The scene had been exhausting, both emotionally and physically. Will had never brought any of his play partners into his private domain beyond the playroom. But then, Sinn was not just any playmate and he hoped that he didn't represent simply any fuck partner for Sinn. But even if their relationship did not extend beyond this one night, it was still more than he could have hoped for.


  Back in Reverie the sexy out-of-place rocker would never have noticed him. He'd been far too hungry for more than Reverie could ever have offered him. Even at thirteen Will had known Reverie could never contain a dreamer like Sinn. Bobby had known it as well. When Sinn left, he carried Bobby and Will's dreams on his back, too.


  It had never been Will's conscious decision to track Sinn down. The man had served as inspiration. It was circumstance that had led him right back to Sinn as though no matter what road Will traveled, ultimately it would lead back to the man he'd so admired when he'd been just a boy of thirteen.


  Both men had changed, neither one the same person that had left Reverie, Montana, years apart. Different roads that led them both to Seattle, both to the same nightclub tonight, and into each other's arms. And there was no denying the sparks that ignited between them. At least not in Will's estimation.


  He pressed the panel and it swung open. As he stepped into the room, he wondered what Sinn would think of his "command center." He tried to see the room through a stranger's eyes. But Sinn wasn't just any stranger either. He turned and watched Sinn as the older man surveyed his surroundings.


  "So this is where you live," Sinn said as he studied the electronics panel and moved forward to peer closer at the state-of-the-art monitors mounted on the wall. "So, you could watch me the whole time. Even when you left me alone." Obviously he'd noted the special lens attached to one of the cameras that allowed Will to see into the room even in complete darkness.


  "Yes, I could."


  Sinn glanced at him over his shoulder. "You've got all the answers don't you?"


  "No one gets hurt on my watch," Will answered. "If I'd thought you were in danger at any point, I'd have been there." He studied Sinn's reddened ass, recalled the feel of his channel bearing down on Will's cock. It was an experience he wouldn't mind repeating. His body started to respond to the sight of Sinn standing here, in his private space.


  "I was locked in a closet once," Sinn said as he stared at the screen. "It was suffocating. It was at a party out on the beach. I don't recall how long I was in there. My hands were cuffed, my ankles bound, and I was naked. Fuck, it was hot in there. But I could hear the ocean, and I could hear them laughing, I could smell the pot. They came in one by one throughout the night to fuck me. One by one. Someone was playing the piano and I tried focusing on the music and not thinking about that closet and the stink of sweat and come and weed. When my...patron...finally let me out, he led me over to the piano and said, 'Sing us a song, Davy. Show the boys you have more talents than one to entertain them.' Sinn focused on Will. "You know what they wanted me to sing?"


  "No, what did they want you to sing?" Will said softly, his heart breaking.


  "Some old Barry Manilow song I didn't even know the words to. They laughed, and had me suck cock for the rest of the night instead. It was a long, long time before I ever thought of singing again after that. It wasn't much later that I finally...that I left. That night I was as close as maybe I'll ever come to wanting to end it all. I thought about that ocean, I thought about walking out onto that beach into that water and just letting it carry me away." He didn't say anything more for a minute. He glanced down at the floor. "I couldn't write home about that, now could I?" he said in a low voice.


  "I'm glad you didn't follow the urge to walk out into the ocean. I wish I could have been there for you."


  Sinn shook his head. "No, you don't. I thought Charlie and his belt was the worst I'd ever known. I found out there are worse monsters than him. But I survived, I reclaimed the music." He turned around to look at Will. "I reclaimed it, but it wasn't the same. I couldn't feel; well, at least not anything other than rage. I wouldn't let myself feel more than that. None of it mattered. I was going through the motions. Until I saw you tonight in that bar, I thought it was enough. At some level I recognized you, and I knew I couldn't keep going the way I was. Since those days in L.A. I've protected myself, forced myself to do what I left Reverie to do. But I've known I was a fake and that soon enough someone was going to figure me out." He speared a glance at Will. "You saw it."


  Finally, Will went to him. He put an arm around him and drew him toward the bathroom. "There's a lot of emotion going on inside you right now. Maybe I saw things because I knew you before and I sensed the changes in you. I remember the passion, the nights with you and Bobby out in our garage. I remember listening to your songs."


  They walked into the bathroom and again Sinn gazed around. "Wow, you're a detail kind of guy. This is...pretty awesome."


  Will grinned. He slapped Sinn on the ass. A hiss escaped him. Will gripped the fiery flesh He turned and nipped Sinn's ear. "I've got something to help with that a little later. A special lotion that'll ease some of that sting."


  He left Sinn and walked to the panel and turned on the jets in the shower which was almost a room unto itself. He held out a hand to Sinn. "Step into my parlor," he said and waggled his eyebrows. Sinn laughed and hurried toward the shower. Will's mood lightened when he saw the smile which lit up Sinn's eyes with a devilish light. Enough of the heavy memories that weighed him down for now. The important thing was that Sinn had survived and he was here with Will now. And Will planned to make the most of every minute of his company.


  The water in the shower was the perfect temperature, the perfect pressure, pulsating, warm like a Seattle summer rainstorm. Sinn stepped inside and Will closed the glass door, shutting them in.


  ****


  Sinn had made a point for a long time in not dwelling on his past, on the time he'd spent in California. It was too heavy a baggage and weighed him down for far too long. How Will had managed to find the lock to open it, to air it out, was a mystery to Sinn. But feeling cleansed and lighter was exactly how Sinn felt at the moment.


  Will picked up some liquid soap and a sea sponge and began soaping up Sinn, giving great attention to detail until Sinn's cock was hard and eager once again. Surprisingly so.


  Sinn was shocked when Will dropped to his knees and used both hands to soap him–his hands sliding up Sinn's torso through foamy bubbles, ringing his tits, sliding back down to surround his cock.


  "Oh, nice," Sinn said as he closed his eyes and tilted his head back, enjoying the fondling of Will's thick fingers over his head. One of Will's hands cupped his balls, fingering them lightly.


  Sinn finally slitted his eyes and gazed down at Will. He lifted Will to his feet, anchored a soapy hand round his neck and drew him forward for a kiss. Will's hand came around him drawing him close, fingers splayed across his back. Sinn was aroused again. This time not by a dominating presence, but one of equals enjoying the touch of each other's bodies. He deepened the kiss, his arms wrapped around Will and drew him close. Kissing, and kissing some more. He fondled Will's thick wet hair. Will's body against his, the pulsating water, the slippery soap–he rubbed against Will. Lips wet, sliding easily one to the other, tongues tangled and suddenly Sinn was ravenous. He ached in every crevice and more, but there was still something else he wanted, and that want trumped any pain. He pulled back and then leaned in close to Will's ear.


  "I want to fuck you."


  Will's arms tightened around Sinn. "There's condoms in the medicine cabinet. I'll wait for you."


  "You are fastidious, aren't you?" Sinn said as he unwound his arms from around Will's delicious muscular body.


  Will shrugged. "A quirk of mine. Does it bother you?"


  "After the life I've led? Hardly. You've got a care few men of my acquaintance share. I can't say I had the best of teachers."


  "In that I was more fortunate. It was a scholarship that got me out of Reverie. Film School here in Seattle. It was one of my professors who took a liking to my work. He..." Will grinned, "took a shine to me. A very smart man with some special tastes. And I was an eager pupil in every way. He was fastidious and I guess he taught me to be that way as well."


  "You're not still seeing him?"


  "Oh no. He has a fondness for his students. Once I passed that phase, we both knew it was time to move on. But it was done with a fondness that has left his memory with me, and a whole new range of skill sets."


  "Good memories then I take it."


  Will cupped the side of Sinn's face. "Yes. Now and again we have dinner when I'm in town."


  Will reached down to slide his hand over Sinn's cock. "I don't let my playmates fuck me very often." He stared into Sinn's eyes, sending Sinn's heart pounding. "Likely I'm very tight. It's been a while."


  "Like me." Sinn gripped Will's cock. He remembered the feel of him buried inside his ass. He recalled how Will had taken his time in stretching him, making him ravenous to feel that prick burrowing into him.


  "I don't think I've got your skill."


  "I find good instincts can carry a man a long way." He kissed Sinn. "I think you've got good instincts that simply haven't been put to proper use...yet." He leaned forward. "Get the condom." Then he turned away from Sinn and gripped a silver bar at the back of the shower. He spread his legs, thrust back his hips. And Sinn didn't wait for a second invitation. He hurried out of the shower, quickly located the box of condoms in the medicine cabinet. He was in such a hurry he almost couldn't get his prick wrapped properly, but finally managed to do so. When he got back into the shower, Will was still standing in the same position in which Sinn had left him. He was so very still he almost looked like a statue. Obviously, someone had trained him very well. Wet and soapy and beautiful as the water ran in rivulets down his back, over his ass. He watched as one slender line of water slid in a straight line down the valley of his back to disappear into the crease of Will's ass. He couldn't stop staring, couldn't stop fantasizing about fucking him.


  "Find it?" Will asked. Sinn awoke from his stupor.


  "Oh, yeah." He grabbed some liquid soap and smeared it over his hands. He went to Will, parted his ass cheeks. He slid two fingers beneath, tickling Will's balls, before sliding them back up the curve to the little puckered hole.


  "Mmm," Will uttered on a drawn out breath. "Yeah. That's it, just like that," he encouraged.


  Sinn circled Will's entrance. Pressed first his middle finger into the tight hole, testing. Will's anus sucked at the soapy finger and the tip disappeared inside. Wet heat and soft tissue surrounded Sinn's finger. He brought his other hand around to surround Will's cock.


  "How much longer is this water going to hold out?" Sinn asked as he deepened the penetration.


  "Long enough," Will said, then groaned. "I've got a big water tank."


  "Good," Sinn said as he pulled the finger out, then added a second finger to the first and began to stretch Will's opening, screwing them in. Twisting shallowly at first, then deeper and deeper.


  "Ahh, yes," Will said. He shoved his hips back. Sinn's fingers ground into him, screwing back and forth, Will's flesh giving way, yet sucking at him as well.


  Sinn couldn't wait any longer. Not another second. He had to be inside Will. Had to feel that tight hole bearing down on him. They both needed to jump off that edge one more time.


  Take your time. Make it good for him just the way he did for you.


  Yeah, he wanted this to be good for Will. Another consideration he'd never thought about before. In quick, out fast. Relief and nothing more. Not this time. He pressed the head of his prick to Will's opening and slowly pressed forward. God how he just wanted to bury himself inside this man. To bury his prick and to stay there, melded to Will forever. His cockhead popped through the anal ring.


  "Fuck, you feel good," he said. He'd never taken the time to actually appreciate a man's body the way he did Will's. Maybe if he had, things might have been different. Will had been taught differently and it showed.


  Sinn kissed Will's shoulder blade as he nudged deeper inside, Will's tight ass gripping him so snugly. It felt amazing. He went deeper, deeper still until finally he was fully embedded inside Will. Will still gripped the steel bar but every line of his body seemed tense, poised at the edge. For once, Sinn thought of someone else, not just himself. Slowly he began to ride Will. He rolled his hips, screwed and dipped. Will thrust back meeting the rhythm.


  As Sinn drew closer to his climax, he reached up for one of Will's hands, drew it down and curled the fingers around Will's prick.


  "You come with me. We ride this crest together."


  Will nodded, his eyes were closed. Sinn humped in earnest, he shoved deep, held his breath, and then groaned as he spurted his seed. Will shuddered against him, his anus gripped Sinn, as he orgasmed. Sinn wrapped his arms around Will, stitching himself tightly to his lover.


  That's when he felt the first lyrics of the song fill his mind. There was moisture on his face, but he put it down to the shower. At last his world was filled with song once more.


  He felt cleansed and renewed and alive. Alive in a way he'd never felt before. He pulled free of Will and dropped to all fours overcome by the emotion and the music filling his head. Will spun around and dropped behind him, wrapped his arms around him and pulled him close. Sinn twisted around and hugged Will. And he was certain he'd never let him go. For he knew as certain as he'd ever known anything in his life that Will Keyser, the boy grown into a man, had claimed him heart and soul.


  CHAPTER 11


  Will threw on a pair of black running pants and slipped up to his loft on the top floor of the once-abandoned manufacturing building. The top floor had also been renovated. He was starving and he knew when Sinn finally woke up he'd be starving as well. Another skill that Will had perfected was cooking.


  After the extended shower, and toweling each other dry, Will had coaxed Sinn onto the king-sized bed and given him a massage with the special lotion he had spoken of. And then they had curled up together among the black satin sheets, both men falling into an exhausted sleep.


  It had been an amazing night and when Will woke up after such a deep sleep, he'd thought he'd find the whole night had just been a dream. But he was delighted to find Sinn's warmth still nestled against him, tangled in black satin. His wavy blond hair was spread across the pillow, highlighted like spun gold silk upon satin. Will studied Sinn's features in repose. The lines softened by sleep, he seemed much the same as the sexy would-be rocker who had left Reverie behind all those years ago.


  His hand hovered just above the pale brow, Will's attraction to the man once more eagerly arising. But Will had to wonder, would a refreshing sleep and the span of a new day change everything once again? Would the afterglow have faded and Sinn once more assume the mantle of a jaded rocker set on using others and abusing himself, hiding the passions that lie beneath the surface?


  Last night he'd been laid bare and Will knew that the infatuation he'd experienced as a boy for a wild young man going by the name of David Garner, had exploded into the fiery passion, and devoted love, for a jaded rocker with the persona of Sinn Midnite.


  Will put together something relatively light to eat. Croissants, homemade blackberry jam, whipped butter, fresh-squeezed orange juice, and an assortment of fruits. He also prepared fresh coffee and poured that into a carafe, and pulled down two ceramic coffee mugs. He could do something more substantial later. If Sinn stayed around and didn't just opt out. There was still that very real possibility. Will put everything on a tray, set the tray into the dumb waiter he'd had installed and lowered it to the playroom level.


  He had cleaned up the playroom earlier, had cleaned and folded Sinn's clothes. When he entered the bedroom from the playroom, carrying the tray, he noticed Sinn was sitting cross-legged upon the bed, still bare. Notebook papers were strewn across the bed and he was frantically writing. Will set the tray on the drafting table, poured coffee into each of the mugs, then walked across the room and held out a mug to Sinn.


  Sinn glanced up. He grinned and then accepted the coffee. "Great. I'm starved, but I need caffeine more. I can't believe this. I've pushed so hard, for so long and finally the words are there. I thought they were gone forever."


  Will settled carefully onto the edge of the bed. He took a sip of his coffee, watched Sinn as he scribbled some more.


  "A new song?" Will asked.


  "Damn," Sinn said as he scratched out a line. "Not right. It can be better. I wish I had my guitar."


  "I have a folk guitar in the closet."


  Sinn's head shot up. "You do? Do you play?"


  Will shrugged. "I toy around with it some. Not a lot."


  "Yeah, that would help. I compose better when I can play around with the strings. It helps to center me. Not that there's been a lot of that in recent years. Everything I've written has seemed like garbage. But this, not this."


  Will got up and walked to the closet. He hadn't had the guitar out in a while. When he'd gone down to Spain on assignment, one of the men he'd interviewed, and then dated, had given it to him as a gift before he left. He'd shown him a few things on it, but it really wasn't Will's thing. He handed it to Sinn.


  Sinn smoothed a hand over the satiny wood. "Nice." He fiddled with the strings for a bit, tuned it to his ear, then turned back to the lyrics.


  Will grabbed the tray from the drafting table and carried it over to the bed. Then he turned away to pick up his camera. Quietly, and from different angles he starting taking photos of Sinn while he worked.


  Sinn grabbed a croissant and absently tore it apart and stuffed pieces into his mouth as he turned to composing. Will caught one shot of him when his eyes lit up with a triumphant expression. Another in focused and deep concentration. Several as he strummed the guitar, his focus more internal than external.


  Will was fascinated. He lost track of time until finally Sinn glanced up, he set the guitar aside, his eyes focused on Will.


  "This is your fault," he said.


  "Mine?" Will set his camera aside.


  "I've struggled with the words for so long, but now they're just there, like they used to be a long time ago."


  "But you've written in recent years. Your last album–the lyrics were yours."


  "Did you listen to them?" Sinn asked quietly. "Did you read them?"


  Will nodded. "Yes. 'Lost in LA' is the one that got me digging into your past. It was about you, wasn't it."


  "I thought it would help if I got it out. But it didn't. All it did was open the past and made me even more frustrated and bitter."


  "Is that when you wrote 'Cut You Deep'?" Will had felt the anger pulsing in those songs. Just listening to them, the jarring impact, the hate emanating from them. He knew it was personal.


  "I couldn't seem to write anything else. Every time I tried to put words down the only emotion that came out was hate. But it was never enough to drain it, only to fuel more of it."


  "And the song you just wrote down?"


  "It's different. Nothing like that last album. I don't know what you did to me, but I'm free. Not fractured anymore."


  Will couldn't help it, the hope flared in his heart. He went to Sinn, and placed a hand on his shoulder. "I'm glad. You have a gift Sinn, it shouldn't be wasted."


  Sinn looked up at him, a strange expression on his face, a growing tension in his demeanor. "Are you going to sell those pictures you took?"


  Shocked, Will stepped back and stared at Sinn in open astonishment. Sinn's question had blind-sided him. "Sell them?"


  A certain jaded look came back into Sinn's eyes. The same look Will had seen the night before at the club. Was it all over with then? He had hoped, but maybe there was no going back. Nor forward either.


  Suddenly, Will lost it. "Damn you! After everything we've shared, you ask me that. No. They're not for sale. If you want, I'll wipe the card clean right now if that's what you think. I won't ever take another picture of you again. But I'd hope you'd know you could trust me. Especially after last night."


  He picked up the camera. Opened the panel and yanked out the card. Sinn's arm shot out and he covered Will's hand with his own. He knelt up on the bed, papers scattering and he kissed Will. All the anger melted away at the touch of Sinn's lips on his.


  ****


  Sinn had come so close to falling back into the easy, yet suspicious mold he grooved for himself over the last few years. But Will didn't fit into any mold and he should have realized that. It was hard to accept that things had changed. One night, between one day and the next, had altered everything. One man had changed everything.


  "I don't want you to destroy them. I don't know who you see through your lens and maybe I'm afraid to find out. You have a gift–more than one. Yours seems gentler than mine in some ways. Even the way I let you dominate me. It's not the same as anything I've ever experienced before. You make me want to be a better man–a different man. But I don't know–it scares me. All of this emotion that's inside me now–I'm not used to it and I don't know what to do with it."


  "You just did something with it, didn't you?" Will glanced off to the scattered papers on the bed.


  "Yeah, I guess I did. Somehow I've got clarity back."


  He looked back at Will, directly into his eyes, searching–but he wasn't quite sure what he was searching for. What answer he expected to find. He felt a certain tenseness in Will.


  "What is it?" he asked.


  "Is this a one-night stand to you?" Will asked. He stepped away from Sinn and turned his back. "Are you leaving now, never looking back? Are you going to treat this all just like any other fanboy interlude?"


  "Do you want more?" Sinn asked. "I don't know what I'm capable of. I'm not that kid from Reverie anymore."


  Will swiveled around. "You're the rock star. Do you need a different guy in your bed every night? Is that what helps you keep your edge on stage?" He swung an arm out and pointed. "Like some smorgasbord of boys, I'll take that one tonight? Am I just the flavor of last night?"


  Sinn heard the anger in his voice, saw it in his stance.


  "What is it you want from me? I haven't got a fucking clue if I've got staying power. I haven't trusted anyone–not since Bobby. Not before, not after. I don't know if I can." Sinn climbed off the bed. "I want what you're offering. I want this to be more than just one night. I don't know if I can follow through with that sort of...commitment. Sometimes the music–it does things to me."


  "Do they satisfy you? Can any one of those boys give you a taste of what you had with me last night?"


  To be honest, none of them had ever come close. Sinn wanted every night to be like last night. But could it be considering the life he led? Or that Will led for that matter?


  "You and I are different." Even Sinn knew that was a lame excuse.


  "Are we so different?" Will asked. "We both have careers that take us all over the world. We meet a lot of different people. You think I can't find a warm bed any corner of the world I go to? But I don't accept every invitation. I don't accept half. I don't need them." He stepped toward Sinn. "And I don't really want any of them—except for you. I'm not a hanger-on, Sinn. I don't accept second place." He straightened. "You tasted what I can offer, now you have to decide–but for me, it's all or nothing. It has to be."


  "You play or you wouldn't have this place. Are you going to give it all up for a worn-out rocker eight years older than you?"


  "Is that what you're afraid of? That I'm too young for you? That eventually I'll walk out on you once you start using a walker?"


  And there it was, exactly what he was afraid of. Last night he'd given all his power over to Will and enjoyed every moment of it. But could he give his heart in the same way, trusting that Will would have a care for it. He knew he'd never be able to survive being ripped and savaged like he'd been in LA. Did he dare reach for what Will offered?


  "Fuck you." he said. "Where the hell are my clothes?"


  Will strode across the room and picked up the folded clothes he'd taken care of earlier while Sinn slept. He turned around and held them out to Sinn. "Yours," he said.


  Sinn stared at the folded pile, then back at Will. "If you left me the way Bobby did–walked out of my life. If I gave you–what you wanted and you kicked me to the curb because you found out I wasn't what you thought I was. I'm not staying around to find out. I can't give you what you want."


  "You do realize I'd be doing the same." Will licked his lips. "In my world–the one I've chosen to live in–there's negotiation. If you–if you wanted to bring someone else–home–on occasion. We could talk about it."


  Sinn felt a shock course through him at Will's offer. "You'd do that?"


  "If you were honest. I'll admit, I don't share well. I don't want to share you. But if that's what it takes, I guess I'd be willing to make accommodation for your needs–for your lifestyle."


  "Why?"


  "Davy–Sinn, I've been in love with you my whole life. My whole life. If there's no chance for us, then do me a favor, and get dressed and just leave. I'll find a way to get over it. But if there's a chance–any chance that we can make a go of it, even with our different lifestyles, I'm willing to put my heart out on the line because I care that much."


  Sinn was humbled. Will wasn't talking about sex–an encounter that simply took the edge off a rough day, something that cut the stress. He was talking about something real. Something that went far deeper. It was something that Sinn had caught glimpses of for other people, two of the guys in the band were married, but he'd never thought it could ever apply to him. Could they make it work?


  "How do we do this?"


  Will set the clothes aside. "We could try starting in that bed behind you."


  "With handcuffs or without?"


  Will cocked an eyebrow. "Without. For now. It's as good a place as any to seal a deal."


  Sinn grinned. "Yeah, it is." Will Keyser was obviously a patient man, Sinn had to wonder if some of that would grow on him. But maybe not just at the moment. Will came to him and took him in his arms. Then to Sinn's surprise he shoved him back against the bed and then tossed him onto it, crawling over him.


  "There are still a few surprises to show you, babe." He tacked Sinn's arms to the rumpled bed. "I have a toy box like you wouldn't believe." Sinn gazed up at him. Got lost in his sky-blue eyes. And he realized that no matter where he went or what he did or who he met, this place, beneath this man was exactly where he wanted to be for the rest of his life. Finally, he'd found home.


  "Delicious Sinn, you are all mine," Will said.


  Sinn felt a new sort of emotion overwhelm him. He cleared it as he stared up at the man who had brought him back to life. "Every part of me is all yours." A light flared in Will's eyes as he slowly leaned down to claim a soul-deep kiss.


  Sinn yielded himself to the persuasive power of the man pinning him to the bed. He felt that seductive exchange of sexual power flowing through him and into Will. Will and the feelings he evoked inside Sinn, made it easy coming to the only conclusion possible. Destiny will have its way and there's no eluding it. Everyone stood at crossroads in their lives, life was meant to be lived, and loving Will Keyser would never be dull and most decidedly worth the risk.


  THE END
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  Two identical, handsome, young, blond men sitting; one with his arms around the other.
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  Dear Author,
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  DEVIL'S HALO


  by Lee Brazil


  CHAPTER 1


  "Guys, I just wanted to let you know before the conference that I'm leaving the band." He frowned at the vibrant potted plant in its pearly white pot. No. No frowning. The tone isn't right either. No. That won't do, too impersonal. Like he hadn't known them for ten years.


  He stretched his lips in a smile. His cheek bones hurt a bit. Too much? He didn't want them to think he was ecstatic at leaving the band, just happy with the decision. He let the smile fade to almost nothing. Yeah...that would do. That smile said don't try to talk me out of this, my mind is made up.


  "Hey, it's been a great ten years, we've had some fun, but I'm announcing my retirement today." Damn it. That didn't sound any better! Maybe he should skip the whole thing and just stay with the band. Or forget about telling Rik and Lars ahead of time and just make the announcement to the press like he'd originally intended. Let the fallout land where it may.


  Dion stalked down the hall of the posh hotel. His combat boots made unsatisfactory dull beats on the thick carpet. His words hammered a sharp counterpoint in his head. Leaving the band. I'm leaving the band. "I'm leaving you." His voice faded and Kim's voice replaced it. Kim...he slowed in front of the next heavy mahogany door.


  This elegantly decorated and subtle place was definitely not his type of venue. Nor would Kim have liked it, either. Too commercial. Funny thing about Kim - he'd loved the money but hated the attention. Said the whole thing was bad for the creative process. None of the places they'd been recently were his type of place, and it wasn't just that the huge amphitheaters and spacious suites in luxury hotels emphasized how alone he was.


  Their manager had arranged the press conference to be held in this luxurious setting. It suited her, and it suited the Sanders' boys with their suave looks and devil-may-care attitudes. They didn't care how many screaming fans gathered outside the massive front doors of the Vegas hotel...as long as there was no actual contact with those fans, they were cool. To that end, an entire corridor with a suite of rooms that led into the large ballroom where the actual press conference itself would be held had been reserved, marked off and zealously guarded to keep the adoring Devil's Halo fans from actually reaching and interacting with the band.


  What that meant for him was a vast array of doors, anyone of which could be hiding the twins from him. Impatient to get it over with, he opened door after door with the key the clerk had given him. A murmur of voices drifted to his ears. Rik's husky laugh, a soft moan.


  Jesus. Found them. And finding them like this cemented his resolve. He was leaving the fucking band. He couldn't take ten more years of this.


  Rik and Lars Sanders, golden-haired, blue-eyed gods of rock. Never separated, ever. They did everything together. How many times had he held up some wall at a mandatory appearance only to watch them leave with some cute young thing snuggled between them? He'd had enough. The strange looks he'd caught them throwing in his direction the last few months were the last straw.


  The wild and crazy twins who fronted Devil's Halo could sink or swim on the basis of their good looks and sexy voices. Dion Fieri was done writing songs that made them shine, done composing music that people didn't even fucking care about. He was a serious musician, and Rik and Lars were never going to grow up and take the music more seriously than they had that first day they'd walked into his garage years ago.


  He'd dropped his drum sticks, fallen over his cymbal stands and been left gaping as the two sexy teens had draped themselves over his shoulders and announced they should start a band. They claimed that with his talent and their looks they would clean up in the sex stakes.


  He'd known then that working with them would be torture. They were so very beautiful, vibrant, wild. They'd been perfect front men for the band, charming audiences, fans...him.


  Dion had drifted in and out of love with them so often over the last ten years his heart was composed of nothing more solid than fog now. The pain was too much though since he'd lost Kim. The keyboardist had been his lover; the music they made together had been amazing. His dark Asian beauty had chased the twins from Dion's heart and mind, and while they'd been together the band's success had soared. He and Kim had made music that spoke to the hearts of man.


  But Kim was gone. Dead.


  And he was left with strange glances from the weary looking twins, and ...


  Holy fucking mother of God.


  This he hadn't expected.


  He'd known they were otherwise engaged. He'd expected to find them in some sexual enterprise. Maybe with the muscular red-headed chauffeur who'd driven them here this morning. The man had been interested.


  But not this. This burned too close to visions that had haunted him since their teenage years.


  Lars, faded denim rucked down around his knees bent over a low table, ass tilted invitingly up. Rik, on his knees, thick dick in hand, stroking himself as he licked intimately between his brother's buttocks.


  Dion stumbled backwards, unable to look away. He fumbled the door open behind him, flicked the Do Not Disturb sign and let the door shut.


  Blankly he stared at the door. What...? He shook his head firmly. Enough. That just proved that he was right. Leaving was the right thing to do. No fucking way could he stay and work with them, wanting them, when he knew this.


  CHAPTER 2


  "Someone saw us."


  "Relax. Anyone who walked in would have said something by now." Rik hugged his brother briefly.


  "If you say so." Lars shrugged his shoulder and knocked Rik's arm away. Rik grimaced. He hated this, hated hiding his feelings, but Lars was a lot more cautious since that trick had woken up and seen them in the shadows after the Dallas concert six months earlier. They'd convinced the guy he was tripping, but still...


  "You know what this press conference is about?" Lars nudged him sharply.


  Rik shook his head. He propped his booted feet on the low table in the sitting area of the suite. "Pamela said Dion insisted on a press conference when he came back from Aspen last week. Maybe he's decided on a new musical direction for the band."


  Lars nodded, plucking at the ingeniously placed frayed threads of his designer shabby jeans. "He's bored with us, you know."


  Rik sighed. They'd been losing Dion since Kim joined the band five years ago. When Kim crashed his sports car into a moving van on I-25 in Denver a year ago, he thought there'd been a chance. Felt like a son of a bitch for thinking that with Dion's lover gone, there'd be room in his life for Rik and Lars again, but he couldn't erase the thought.


  Under the cover of his leather jacket he squeezed Lars's hand. "We knew when we walked in that garage ten years ago that his talent outweighed our prettiness."


  "Why can't he see us?"


  "I think he can." All too clearly. Dion Fieri was a talent to be reckoned with. Drummer, keyboardist, composer, lyricist. He wrote the songs, set the mood, guided the musical path of the band. Rik and Lars, they were pretty front men who knew how to work a crowd and talk to the press.


  They could sing. But so could a thousand other men. Some better. Dion had catered his talents to let their voices shine and their little group had soared to the top of the charts in a shockingly short period of time. Then Kim joined the band.


  Kim had other interests. Pop music wasn't his cup of tea, he sneered often in his fancy accent. He wanted Dion to leave the band, start a new group, take a more serious, darker direction.


  "I'm tired, Rik."


  "We're on break for another month after this," he soothed.


  A knock on the door preceded Pamela's entrance. They looked up at her curiously. Rik peered over her shoulder. No sign of Dion. Not like him to be late. "Where is he?"


  "He's waiting up by the stage entrance. Told me to come get you." Pamela smiled gamely, but she knew as well as he did that it was odd behavior for Dion.


  "Okay, then." He jerked upright, held a hand down to help Lars up. Lars brushed him off. Rik smiled a little trying to hide the hurt. "Give us a minute?" He tipped his head at Pamela.


  She nodded briskly. "Hurry, please. He's in a shitty mood, you know how he gets."


  Unfortunately, he...they, did. Dion had always been dark and moody, but since Kim's death he'd been brusque and short tempered as well. Lars shuddered and froze next to him. The door clicked quietly behind Pamela, and Rik embraced his twin.


  "Look, he doesn't mean anything by it. He's still hurt about Kim. We have to be patient."


  "I'm tired of being patient, Rik. Years of waiting for him to realize how I felt, to pull his head out of his ass and recognize a pass when I make one?"


  Rik pushed his own hurt aside. "We have each other."


  "We should have him, too."


  "Most people are lucky to find one person who loves them like I love you. Like you love me."


  "I know. I just can't help loving him too. I can't go on, seeing him all the time, knowing he's dying inside for love of another man."


  "Huh. Listen to you getting all poetic!" He tipped his brother's face up to his, kissed him lightly on the lips. "We need to go away somewhere quiet and peaceful and rest, have fun and relax. We'll talk him into going on vacation with us after this conference, huh?" That would do it, maybe. Get Dion away from memories of Kim, someplace new and see what happened.


  Lars smiled a little weakly. A heavy tap on the door reminded them that Pamela waited, and Dion as well.****


  Lars slipped into the hallway behind Rik, who immediately started chattering to Pamela about their last tour and the plans for another one in six months. He slipped a hand into the tight pocket of his jeans and trailed them down the hall. Something wasn't right, and he could feel it in his bones.


  Whatever Rik said, he was convinced that someone had been in that room briefly while they'd been going at it. Who could it have been? How could they explain something like that? Sure, the press knew them as wild, knew that they did everything together, but they'd been so very careful over the years to cultivate the public impression that what they did were threesomes.


  They dated models, actresses, actors, indiscriminately. If a person was young and pretty, male or female, then they had a chance at scoring with the Sanders twins...as long as they didn't mind that it was both of them. Unsurprisingly, most of them didn't.


  What bothered him, and them, was that there was never a second date. They'd tried that early on, sharing a girlfriend or a boyfriend, but the third parties always, always got possessive, or jealous, or ...too observant.


  He didn't want that anymore. He wanted fucking Dion to wake up and realize that he wanted them too. Like they hadn't seen the lust in his eyes over the years?


  Trouble was, for all his creative vision, Dion apparently didn't have the imagination to see how things really could be. And there was the man himself, scowling at them, dark eyes fiery with...hate? His heart lurched a bit. That was new...better than the bloody fucking indifference of the past year, yes, but ...a far cry from the lust of seven years ago, or the stunned bemusement of ten years ago.


  He swallowed hard and felt a new chill creep down his spine.


  Pamela was making soothing murmurs, but Dion shook her hand from his arm and opened the door. "Let's fucking go. I have a plane to catch."


  The three of them exchanged glances, Pamela concerned, Rik pissed, and Lars was afraid to even guess what his own face betrayed. They trailed after Dion onto the stage and arranged themselves in a semi-circle behind him as Dion stepped up to the podium. The gathered reporters shushed instantly. Dion didn't speak in public often. Didn't give many interviews, participated minimally in the required photo shoots.


  He didn't hesitate. No tapping the mike, looking around, waving or joking. He stepped up, in typical Dion fashion expecting everything to function properly, and immediately began speaking. "I have an announcement to make, after which I will answer five questions, related to the announcement only. My private life is off limits. There will be no discussion of Kim Pham."


  A knot of tension formed in Lars's belly. This wasn't sounding good. Beads of cold sweat trickled down his temple over his cheek. Hopefully it didn't look like he was crying. He felt like crying for some reason. He pressed his lips firmly together, tried to remain stoic. A smile was beyond him.


  The members of the press looked shocked. He sneaked a glance at Pamela, who appeared bewildered, at Rik, who looked strangely grim. Nausea rose with earthshaking suddenness. He swayed a bit on his feet, grabbed at Pamela's hand for support.


  "I'm announcing my retirement. I will be leaving Devil's Halo effective immediately."


  The trickle became a flood of ice and rising gorge. He was going to be ill. He must have made some sound, because in the flash of lights and murmur of voices, as though from a great distance, he heard Dion asking for questions, but Pamela and Rik were guiding him from the stage with urgent murmurs as black spots danced in front of his eyes.


  CHAPTER 3


  He felt the disturbance behind him as much as heard it. Lars choking, Pamela and Rik moving into action to get him away. He ignored it. Wished he could ignore that picture in his head of Rik and Lars together.


  That's right. Wasn't too sick to fuck a few minutes ago, so he'll be okay. Answer your questions and get on with it. "You, Music Daily, your question."


  "Will you be pursuing a solo career?"


  "No. Next question?" He waved at a man in a yellow polka dot ascot. Who the fuck wore ascots?


  "The Sanders twins seemed surprised by your announcement. Were they unaware of your plans?"


  Guilt washed over him. The lie spilled before he could consider it. After all, he'd meant to tell them. "No. Next question?" He pointed into the crowd at random. The others hadn't returned. Concern for Lars inched its way into his conscience. He'd have to check on them before he left, explain the lie he'd just told.


  "Do you plan to answer all the questions today with yes or no?" The humorous question was clearly an attempt to catch him off guard.


  "No." He pointed again. The blond who'd wasted his question sputtered a bit.


  "That wasn't my question!"


  "Sounded like one to me. Last question." He'd been lucky so far, they'd followed his directives like cowed sheep.


  "Does this have anything to do with the upcoming court case for Kim Pham's wrongful death suit?"


  He glared at the reporter who'd dared ask. "This conference is over."


  He spun from the podium, clenching his fists. Assholes. He'd said he wasn't answering questions about Kim, trust someone to challenge him on it. Voluble protests—some directed at him, others at the reporter who'd broken the rules—followed him through the door into the antechamber. The others weren't there waiting. Sighing, he pushed a hand through his tangled hair and pulled sharply. Focus. Find them, see if Lars is okay, apologize for your stupid mistake, and then get the fuck out of here and on that flight to Denver.


  From there back to Aspen. Back home.


  His feet led him unerringly to the door he'd opened earlier. This time, with a bitter twist of his lips, he knocked loudly before swiping his card and opening the door. Loud voices came from the sitting room, and he turned the corner quickly.


  Silence descended before a loud shriek rent the air. His jaw dropped. He watched as everything slowed to a surreal speed. Lars grabbed something off the low table and threw it. Light sparkled on glass as it soared through the air in a perfect arc. He dodged to the side a bit too late to avoid contact, but soon enough to avoid losing an eye as the cut crystal wine glass glanced off his temple instead of hitting him full on in the face.


  Skin split and warm blood seeped down his face, but he ignored it, stepping forward as a crying Lars sank to his knees. Rik wrapped his arms around his brother and scowled at Dion.


  Heart aching, Dion crossed the room. He was an asshole, and he knew it. "I'm sorry."


  "I told you." Lars choked out, stifling his sobs, brushing the tears from his face angrily. "I told you someone saw us!"


  Rik patted his shoulder. Startled, Dion looked around for Pamela.


  "She left. Damage control. Jesus, Dion. I could fucking kill you."


  Dion shook his head. "Why bother? I'm already dead." As good as, anyway. "I'm sorry. I was looking for you to tell you. You're right, I saw you."


  "Is that why?" Rik demanded fiercely.


  "No. I already made up my mind when I called the conference." He touched Lars's shaking shoulder, sighing softly when the other man brushed him off as though his touch were venomous. "It didn't help though."


  "Then why?" Lars was plaintive. "Why? We've had good years together. Don't we mean anything to you?"


  "Lars, honey," Rik soothed, but Dion caught the tremble in Rik's fingers as he sought to comfort his brother.


  He grabbed Rik's hand, squeezed. "Of course you mean something to me." He paused. He'd lost Kim because of this. Was he willing to lose more people he cared about because of his fear? "I care about you maybe too much."


  "Then why? Make me understand why, Dion." Lars pleaded, clasping desperately at Dion's hand.


  Dion pried the long slender white fingers lose then enclosed Lars's hand in his own. "I'm not like you and Rik, Lars. I can't do casual sex, random hook ups. I have to care deeply about someone to have sex with them, and…"


  "I think he just called us whores."


  "Sluts, more like." The twins whispered to one another as though he weren't right there in that circle of arms with them.


  "No. I mean...It's wearing me down. I just can't do it anymore."


  "I'm tired, too." That was Lars's soft whisper, directed off in the corner of the room to no one.


  Rik had tensed. "Do what?"


  "Watch you two leaving every party with a new trick, ducking into hotel rooms and backrooms, and bedrooms—knowing you're going to have sex, wanting to be the one with you."


  "You could be." Rik's voice was dark, intent. "You could be with us, Dion."


  God how I wish that were true. But not after what he'd seen this afternoon. "Yeah. Right. I saw you, remember?"


  The "I told you so" in Lars's glare at his brother made Dion smile a little painfully. He'd dreamed of being with the Sanders twins since they'd walked in his garage and announced that they were going to be a band. He'd seen them at school of course. They were popular, athletes, scholars, good looking members of the in-crowd. He hadn't understood then or now what they saw in him. Back then he'd been a silent Goth-inspired outcast by choice.


  But even then he hadn't been able to resist their golden glow. The allure of their company. He'd let them into his garage band, into his heart in one hot, humid summer.


  Devil's Halo had been born, and so had his obsession. First he thought he was in love with Rik, then Lars, then he realized he was more perverted than gay. He wanted both of them. Together. Just the way he'd seen them this afternoon.


  "You said it didn't bother you." Rik pointed out.


  "It doesn't." Except that it meant that they didn't need him at all. Not for love, not for sex. They really were all each other needed.


  "Then come to bed with us." Blue eyes glowed effusively. Lars's hand fell on his knee, squeezed. Heat gathered, pooled. "We've seen you looking. You want us."


  He'd seen them looking too. He could retort that the opposite was true, as well. Put them back on equal footing. But…"I told you. I'm not like you. I don't do one time deals. I have to have more."


  Hard as it had been in the past to watch them with other lovers, how much harder would it be if he'd had them? Been with them?


  "Not even as a farewell? After all, you're leaving us anyway." Lars coaxed.


  "Fucking ironic that Kim gets his way more than a year after his death." Rik muttered.


  Dion stiffened a little. He wanted to protest, but couldn't. It was true. Kim had hated Rik and Lars's pretty boy images. He'd wanted a darker sound, a darker look for the band. Mostly, Dion was sure that Kim had seen what he'd tried so hard to hide, that even when he was supposedly in love with another man, he was fascinated by the twins.


  "Don't, please." He put a finger on Rik's lips, nearly snatching it away as the man's eyes blazed at the intimacy. "Don't talk about him."


  "Then make us forget about him. Make us forget." Lars whispered, ghosting his palm up Dion's thigh to cup his groin. He crowed in triumph as he felt the thick hardness there and Dion's resolve weakened.


  Why not? Why not make love with the Sanders twins?


  "Something to remember..." One hot voice whispered in his ear.


  "Us by." The other breathed across his lips. Two sets of hands tugged at his clothes, stroked over his skin.


  "Wait..."


  "No more waiting."


  "We've waited long enough." His shirt was cast aside, his belt buckle undone.


  Yeah...So what if it was only once? He'd have a lot of time on his lonely mountainside in Aspen to replay the memories, to think it through, and as was his wont, analyze it to death.


  CHAPTER 4


  If this was all Dion was giving him, giving them, then he wasn't taking no for an answer. Rik pulled his own blue shirt over his head and cast it aside. With it he tossed the bewilderment, the hurt of the last hour. Time enough to dwell on that when Dion got on that plane and flew out of their lives for good. For now...


  His hand closed over Lars' on the fly of Dion's black jeans, testing the length and strength of the cock that pulsed beneath. Hmmm. Lars was smiling now, and he knew that his brother thought once they had sex Dion would change his mind.


  The power of a good fuck notwithstanding, Dion was one stubborn son of a bitch. He'd fuck and run, Rik knew it. He couldn't protect Lars from the disappointment, he knew that. And he wanted this as much for himself as for Lars.


  Wanted to experience the feel and taste of Dion Fieri, just as badly now as he had as a virginal, I might be bi, I'm not sure teenage boy who was shocked to find himself infatuated with the new kid in school.


  Dion had stopped protesting, his eyes were dark fire, his mouth open and tempting as he breathed harshly into the silence. Fabric rustled. Lars undressed, shimmying out of his ridiculously tight jeans. Any other time he'd have been glued to the sight, but now Dion distracted him, and he knew Lars would understand as he swooped down to take Dion's mouth with his.


  Dion's lips were full, soft, his cheeks and jaw bristled with the heavy growth of beard. The man could shave twice a day and still be delightfully scruffy. Rik smiled softly. The advent of the scruff had been the end of the Goth look for Dion. He'd scowled at his eighteen year old self in the mirror and thrown his makeup away.


  No. He warned himself. No memories. Just...fuck. He bit down into the pillow of flesh. Dion growled. Lars bumped him a bit. They all shifted. He released the hold of his teeth and sucked Dion's lip into his mouth, probed and stroked it with his tongue, sucking. His eyes drifting closed, he lost himself in Dion's hot mouth, in the demanding tongue that poked and prodded at him until he let go, opened up and went from kissing to being kissed. Someone tugged on his pants, his briefs.


  He wiggled a bit, dueling with Dion to regain dominance of the kiss, relishing the fight Dion put up before ceding him access. The cool wash of air-conditioned air over his naked flesh brought goose bumps to the surface and he shivered a little.


  The hot mouth on his cock belonged to Lars, and he didn't have to know that he was kissing Dion to recognize that fact. He knew every nuance of his twin's kiss, every flick of his tongue was familiar and sensual. He braced one hand on Dion's hip, then wrapped his fingers in Lars's hair, petting, stroking. Just for a bit, then he gently pushed Lars to their band mate's cock.


  Dion gasped and Rik smiled as best he could with his tongue buried in another man's mouth. He squeezed Dion's hip, dragged his swollen lips across the scruffy cheek bone.


  "He loves this." He breathed a gust of hot air over Dion's ear, stirring the curls there. While Dion shivered and moaned, he licked and sucked the lobe into his mouth, biting down sharply before moving on down the man's thick neck to his collar bone. He worked his way slowly, licking and biting over broad shoulders, a firm, sculpted, darkly furred chest, down taut abs until his head nestled next to his brother's, his lips poised just to the side of Dion's thick cock.


  Together, he and Lars looked up the muscled expanse of Dion's body to find him gazing down at them, cheeks dark with arousal, mouth swollen and smudged from his kisses. His cock pulsed and he rubbed it against Dion's calf. The man's eyes glittered and he groaned.


  As one, he and Lars turned their attention to the cock and balls between them. Long swipes of his tongue over the tight sac and the balls cradled within brought more moans. Lars's firm suction on the tip was rewarded with a garbled shout.


  They worked together, familiar with this routine from their years of seduction. When that thought crossed his mind he froze. Yes...this would blow Dion's mind. He'd never forget them, the pleasure they could give him. But if he was going to fuck and run, then why the hell should this be about Dion?


  Rik drew back, met Lars's startled gaze. This should be about them, about what they wanted. Slowly, Lars drew away as well. Rik smiled. Sex between them had simply intensified their connection. Lars knew what he thought, thought the same thing, apparently.


  "Please...don't stop." Dion's voice was husky, fervent.


  "Oh, we're not." Lars scanned the room, looking for the lube they'd had earlier, no doubt.


  Rik bent backwards, stretching an arm under the couch. His fingertips caught the edge of something. He wiggled a little, trying to knock the bottle forward so he could retrieve it. Dion gasped. Lars chuckled. Rik looked down. With his back arched, his dick pointed straight at the ceiling, thick and flushed. He laughed a little. "It's not that funny, is it? I mean, I'm not huge, like some people."


  Ahh, there. He dragged the bottle out.


  "It's not your dick that's funny," Lars explained smiling hugely. "It's the little dancy thing it did while you wiggled."


  Rik tossed his brother the lube. "Dion's not laughing." He pointed out.


  "No, I'm not. What I am is desperate. Please..." Dion pouting was hard to resist. Rik smiled wider. His cheeks hurt a little from the stupid grin. Oh yes, Dion wanted all right.


  "Oh, we'll take care of you honey." Lars practically cooed. A little of Rik's exuberance faded. Lars was going to crash big time from this when Dion left. Bracing himself, he watched Lars slick Dion's cock with the lube. When he'd coated it thoroughly and rolled a condom down its length, Dion was biting his lip in concentration. Lars dropped the bottle on Dion's flat belly.


  Without stretching himself, Lars poised over Dion's cock, and sank slowly down, taking it with a grimace. Dion began to curse softly under his breath, but he didn't move a muscle, letting Lars take what he wanted at a pace he was comfortable with.


  Rik picked up the lube and slicked his brother's cock. Lars leaned forward and kissed him hotly. Rik closed the bottle and tossed it aside.


  "Don't lose track of that." Dion broke off cursing to say.


  "No worries." That was promising. Maybe they'd have longer than he thought to make memories. He swung a leg over Dion's belly, paused to rub his aching cock on the tight abs a bit. "Hmm." Nice. Inching his way up, he brought the swollen tip of his cock to Dion's red lips, smudged from the bruising force of their earlier kisses.


  Lars's hands closed on his hips, and as Dion opened his mouth to take in Rik's dick, Lars began rising and falling, riding Dion.


  Wet heat surrounded him and he stared into Dion's eyes as the man licked and sucked at his cock. Tempted as he was to draw things out, to make it last, Dion's words earlier indicated that they would have more than this one time, and the tension mounting in his body coiled tightly. Heat pooled in his belly, want and need and love coalesced and the warm suction became too much at the same moment he felt the first wet drops of hot cum splatter on his buttocks.


  Dion tensed beneath him, Lars moaned, the flurry of motion nearly unseated him, but Dion's hand closed over Lars's on his hip steadying him, and he came. Dion licked and sucked him until he softened, swallowing the cum as it spilled into his mouth.


  Lars's fingers drawing patterns in the goo on his ass drew him back to awareness. Dion was staring at him, eyes shadowed by slightly lowered lids. Lars collapsed against his back with a delighted laugh.


  Rik turned his head, breaking the connection with Dion to accept his brother's kiss. Dion's muffled "Fuck" brought their attention back to him.


  Slowly they untangled themselves.


  They stared at Dion silently. He shifted restlessly, glanced away.


  "You said you didn't mind."


  "I don't."


  "Then..."


  "It's fucking hot, okay?" Dion's flush deepened. He waved his hands in a vague gesture. "You got to know, I've dreamed about you like that since we met."


  Lars gasped. Rik stared. Dion rubbed the back of his neck and looked away. Rik cupped a hand around his jaw and roughly turned him back to face them. "You did what?"


  "I dreamed about you together. Masturbated to fantasies of the two of you making out with me, with each other."


  "So it doesn't disgust you to see us kiss?"


  "Fuck no. It turns me on. That's why, when I saw you earlier, I knew I couldn't change my mind about retiring."


  CHAPTER 5


  Dion recognized the flare of Rik's nostrils, the narrowing of Lars's eyes as confusion and belligerence. "I can't work with you anymore. Not when there isn't even the slightest chance that we can be together."


  "Why do you think that there's no chance we can be together?" Lars shifted onto all fours and crawled to his side, licking gleaming lips. "We want you. We've always wanted you."


  Still panting slightly from the force of his orgasm, Rik nodded furiously, kneeling up on his other side. "You always blew us off. We figured you didn't care for the threesome thing."


  Not care for a threesome with two such beautiful men? Snorting, Dion looked for his pants. Time to get the hell out of here before he said way too much. "It wasn't the threesome thing." He rose, careful not to touch either man.


  "Then what's your hurry? We've got the suite for twenty-four hours." Lars turned pleading blue eyes on him, and Dion nearly gave up the search for his clothing to tumble the sexy blond back to the floor.


  "I have a flight scheduled." His voice was weak and his will was Jello. "I need to get home to Aspen."


  "Let him go," Rik snarled. "He's had his fun and now he's gonna run."


  Shaking his head, Dion finally located his pants in the jumble of clothes. Score. "Dude, you suck at lyrics. That was terrible." He tried to make light of the situation.


  "I don't fucking care. I'm not a poet. You are." Rising fluidly from his position Rik flopped onto the sofa, uncaring that his nude body was displayed. "Why the fuck do you want to leave us so bad?"


  "I don't want to leave you! I have to leave you!" He shouted. Lars dropped to the sofa beside his brother. Glancing away from the image of the two of them there, naked, Dion scooped up the jeans.


  "Why?"


  "Why? Who says you have to?"


  "Look, I told you. I care for you. Both of you. A lot. I can't just be a third wheel in your relationship, and after what I saw earlier, that's what I'd be. You don't just love each other; you're in love with each other. I saw that."


  "You didn't love Kim."


  He rubbed his heart. "I cared about Kim." Not the way Kim wanted, but…


  "You fucked him even though you didn't love him. Why not us?"


  "Kim loved me." He had, too. In his own twisted, possessive little way.


  "We love you. You say it hurt you to watch us with other men. How do you think we felt, watching you with Kim?"


  He watched them. They weren't even aware of how they melded together on the space of the sofa, leaning into one another, petting, stroking; subconscious, all of it.


  "After Kim. Watching you hurting, and being pushed away. Let us in, Dion. Let us show you that we love you." Lars rested his head on his twin's shoulder.


  Rik pressed a kiss to his brother's head. Dion paused, fly unbuttoned, as a thought occurred. He'd known the Sanders twins for ten years. He'd never seen them like this with each other.


  Was this what they were really like? Was this what they hid from the world behind the smiles and wild party boy images? Two men so in love with each other they couldn't keep their hands to themselves?


  Some resistance faded. Cracked a little. Letting him see this, it was pretty much the same as inviting him in, wasn't it? How could he doubt that they trusted him, loved him, even if just a little, when they behaved like this, so openly in front of him?


  "Maybe..." He crossed to the sofa and dropped to his haunches. "Is this really something you want to do more than once? You never date a guy more than once."


  "You're the only one we wanted more than one night with." They spoke together.


  "You both, really, both of you want this? Want me?"


  "We've been patient. Been supportive. We waited for you to figure out this rock and roll life style wasn't what you wanted."


  "We thought we'd screwed up. That Kim would convince you to leave us and start his acid rock band that he wanted."


  He winced at the mention of Kim again. Time to clear the air completely. "Kim was leaving me when he crashed his car."


  He stared into one pair of blue eyes after another. "He said I had to choose. Devil's Halo or him."


  "You couldn't leave the band for him?"


  "No. I had no problem leaving the band. It's you I couldn't leave for him."


  "Then what's different now?" Rik demanded urgently.


  Now. Guilt. "I killed him. He died because of me."


  "Don't be an egocentric ass."


  "He can't help it, Lars. He's always been the center of the universe."


  The fuck. Dion scowled. "Fine mock me. The truth remains the same."


  "The truth is relative. Kim died because he drove a car he couldn't handle on a twisty mountain road in a snowstorm, drunk off his ass."


  "He died because he was drunk dialing us to bitch about how we were destroying your career, freeloading off your God-given talent and wasting your time with our pretty boy band."


  Recalling the bitter words they'd exchanged that day, Dion was certain that Lars and Rik were being honest. "I have to catch my plane." Foolish to insist on that.


  Lars leaned forward and rested his forehead against Dion's. "I hate you. I'll miss you. What the fuck am I going to do now?"


  More guilt? "You said you were tired. Take a vacation." He pulled his t-shirt from under the sofa and tugged it over his head. When he pulled the fabric down he caught the two men staring into each other's eyes intently. They had each other. Did they really need him?


  "Fine."


  Boots. He dragged the supple leather up his calves. Dressed, Dion hesitated. He glanced at the twins, at the door. A slow step toward the exit, and he looked back to find them watching him again. They said they loved him. He knew he loved them. They trusted him with this dark secret. He shook his head. Took another step toward the door. He just couldn't trust them.


  Whatever they said, he knew they loved each other. He'd seen it. Another step. His shaking hand closed on the door handle. He looked back over his shoulder again. Still silently watching them.


  He twisted the handle. The door swung open a tiny bit. He drew in a deep breath. What difference did it make if he hurt away from them or with them?


  Swallowing hard, he licked his lips. Why not? "In Aspen. You could take a vacation, in Aspen." Without waiting for an answer, he stepped through the door and let it swing shut behind him.


  THE END
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  It's easy to be a hero in the game. When we play together, I'm brave and strong and handsome and I slay the dragon. But when we stop playing, I'm back to being regular old me.


  Am I brave enough to tell him how I feel? When the game ends, can we still be comrades in arms, or is it all just empty fantasy?


  [This'd work for computer or video games, but I'm particularly fond of the intimacy of old-school tabletop role-playing ...]


  ~ JoAnne
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  Author’s Note


  Role-Playing Games (RPGs) are about storytelling so during the game scenes I left out the dice rolling and experience/hit point tracking, etc. to keep it more of a smooth story.
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  DIRTY PLAY


  by Kyle Adams


  The first time he showed up was for our Tuesday night game. We played every Tuesday and Thursday at Games You Play. Not the most creative name but it was the largest game store in Syracuse. They had the best selection of books, character pieces, and pretty much every game and expansion pack available. If they didn't have something, they could order it. The store had an open floor plan: the products were in the front and eight gaming tables were set up in the back.


  I was sitting in my usual spot at one of the tables, facing the front of the store so I could watch people as they came and went. I should add emphasis to the word 'could' because I never paid attention to anything but the game. That's why I was surprised when I heard a deep voice call out, "Hey, Jayne, sorry I'm a little late." I stopped setting my game stuff up and looked up to see who was talking to Jayne. The guy was gorgeous. He was probably about six-feet, and I could tell his body was solid under his form-fitting leather jacket. His shaved head revealed his smooth, chocolaty skin. I just gawked at him, wondering if he would taste as good as he looked.


  "You're fine, sweetie. We haven't even gotten set up yet." Jayne smiled at him, "Everyone this is Zack. He'll be joining us. Zack, that's Brett, he's our thief," Jayne said while pointing to Brett, who was sitting beside me. Moving on to me, "The pale, scrawny guy is Whitney, and he is our warrior."


  Hearing my full first name helped me stop staring and shift my gaze to glare at Jayne. "Please call me Whit. Whitney is my mother." Jayne completely ignored me as she moved onto the next introduction.


  "And that is Randy. He plays a mage. You can sit next to him." She gestured towards the empty chair across from me.


  Jayne was the Game Master so she always took charge, sitting at the end of the table where she had enough room for all of her stuff. She had her Master's screen up blocking everyone at the table from seeing what books or charts she had out. She got very into the game and liked all the traps, quests, or attacks to be completely unexpected. She was the best Game Master I'd ever played with. She always planned ahead and kept all the players on their toes. Judging by how confused Brett and Randy looked, I guessed I wasn't the only one wondering why Zack was here.


  Randy and Brett both said, "Nice to meet you," but I was feeling more shy than usual and pretended to study my character sheet while I quietly mumbled, "Hi." Besides, I already told him to call me Whit, even if I was looking at Jayne while I said it.


  I couldn't concentrate on my character. I'd already planned out my next three level-ups but it didn't hurt to go over them again and make sure they were the most strategically beneficial. All I could think about was how the hunk across from me made my cock hard.


  "It's nice to meet you guys as well. Thanks for letting me join while you're in the middle of a game." Zack's deep voice was sexier than anything I could imagine. I felt like he had whispered dirty things in my ear. I was so distracted by the way his voice made my skin tingle that it took me a second to process what he actually said. He was going to join the game and be here every week? How was I ever going to concentrate on the game?


  "We should be thanking you for joining, Zack. This is going to make the game so much more fun," Jayne said excitedly. I had no idea what she was talking about; the game was already awesome with just the four of us. "Now that there are four players you can split up and go on multiple missions simultaneously. This will really help me strengthen my Game Master skills. I'm practicing for next year's national RPGM championship, as you all know."


  "What's a RPGM?" Zack asked. I fought the urge to introduce my palm to my face at the realization the tall, dark hottie was a total newb.


  "Role Play Game Master." Brett spoke slowly and over-enunciated every word.


  "I'm not stupid, man, just new and don't know acronyms yet," Zack responded a little defensive, understandably since Brett spoke to him like he was a baby.


  "You're new? You don't say." Randy sounded a little bitter, probably because we would be spending more time trying to teach Zack how to play for the next couple of weeks than we would actually playing the game. I figured with them talking I could safely steal a look at Zack without anyone noticing.


  Mission: Sneak a Peek at Zack was a Fail. When I looked up he was staring right at me. When our eyes met he just lifted his eyebrow. Fuck, he was hot. I was pretty sure that eyebrow lift was challenging me to also comment on his nonexistent RPG knowledge. I said nothing and instead just smiled slightly and lowered my head, hoping no one would notice I was starting to blush. I wasn't sure where the idea came from, but as soon as I saw his eyebrow arch, all I could think about was running my tongue along that smooth curve. I was in trouble if I thought his brow was sexy.


  Luckily, no one was paying attention to me as Jayne took over again. "Stop being babies! Yes, this is Zack's first time, but we were all new our first time, too. Don't worry, Zack, I'll make sure you understand everything and that none of these brats take advantage of your lack of experience. To start, you need to create a character, but before that we've got to go over the basic rules and game structure. Hopefully you'll know what kind of character you want to create afterward. We can loan you dice, a character piece, and stuff."


  I sat there and listened patiently as Jayne started going over all the basics. Then she started going over everything on the character sheet. Character sheets are long and Jayne would be very detailed in explaining it. Knowing it would take a while, I pulled a drawing pad out of my bag and started doodling. Unfortunately, my thoughts about Zack were pretty heavy and my doodles were turning out X-rated. I closed my pad and put it away before someone noticed what I was sketching. I should try to pay attention anyway. Even if I wasn't ready to talk in front of Zack, I could at least try to look like I was providing moral support. I knew there was a reason to listen even if I wasn't sure what it was.


  "Um, so are the little figures walking in a forest or something?" Zack asked, looking at the large game board on the table. It was marked with one inch squares and our three character pieces were standing on it. We could write on the board with dry erase markers and add other game objects. But the game was mostly all imagination so we tended to have a pretty blank board, mostly using it to mark character/item placements and track movements.


  "More like a deserted waste land." Randy rolled his eyes like it should have been obvious where we were.


  "Shouldn't there be traps or treasure chests or something?" Zack asked, examining the board closer.


  "There wouldn't be a trap marked until after we discovered it, and we tend to raid chests when we find them, not mark it and have to go back later." Brett sounded bored and a little condescending. "Just because we can write on the board doesn't mean we have to."


  "Oh, well, do things at least jump out at you?" I could listen to Zack ask questions all night, but looking around the table, I was pretty sure I was the only one. Brett looked so bored I thought he might leave. Jayne seemed like she was trying not to get frustrated, scrunching her face and trying to force it to relax, but she just looked constipated. She liked to teach without being interrupted and didn't like questions until the end. Randy just sat there coming across like, well, himself.


  "Sometimes dark and sinister creatures lurk in the shadows, waiting to strike." Randy tried to sound eerie using his deepest voice. I watched as he grabbed his drink and started shaking it in front of the small figures in the middle of the game board. "Rawr! I'm a giant can of diet soda. Prepare to die, motherfuckers!" Then he made machine gun blasts as he used the base of the can to knock over the character pieces.


  I snorted loudly. I folded my arms on the table and rested my head on them, trying to stop laughing. Mission: Don't Embarrass Myself. Fail. Mission: Remain Mysteriously Quiet Through the Night. Fail. Dog fucking damn it. Why did I have to snort? Randy isn't even that funny, and instead of a cool chuckle, I snorted like a damn farm animal. Mission Update: Make it Through Rest of Night Without Further Humiliating Myself.


  Luckily, they went back into helping Zack build his character after settling down from Randy's soda act. I'll admit I was a little jealous of Randy's ability to speak around strangers and make friends and be funny. I could be funny, probably, if I wasn't too scared to talk around people, especially people I found extremely attractive. I kept my head down, listening as Jayne explained our characters to Zack. Hopefully he would choose to be something different and complementary to our characters.


  I played Cable, a strong, well-spoken human warrior who was skilled with blades but preferred longswords. He wore heavy armor most of the time but underneath I envisioned a strong body with bulging muscles. Cable was confident and didn't hesitate when making a decision. Basically, Cable was everything I wasn't.


  Randy was a mage and wore traditional robes and amulets. He called his character Randy; yeah, Randy was just Randy. He was pretty original like that. He said it was because his character acts like he would if he could hurl fire-bolts or raise the dead.


  Brett's character was a rogue, but in real life he worked at a bank. I don't know how to picture his character. He was always changing to blend in with his surroundings. His character is Rc, but he won't tell anyone what Rc means. It just adds to his character's complexity, he said.


  We were all male characters, which was why Jayne tried to pressure Zack into making his character female, going on about how useful a female character would be, using her womanly wiles to help get discounts from shopkeepers or flirt with unsuspecting travelers (while the rest of us looted their shit). Of course, she was more persuasive than that.


  "That's cool, I'll play a female," Zack readily agreed. I was surprised by how willing he was to play a female. Not that there was anything wrong with playing a female; he just looked so strong and manly. Yet he had no problem helping out the team and seemed rather excited about the whole thing.


  "What race and class do you want to be?" Jayne questioned.


  "I will be a cleric dark gnome named Sapphire," Zack said smugly. I was impressed he knew exactly what he wanted to be, even if gnomes were creepy little devils.


  Randy sighed heavily, "It's race then class, newb. 'Dark gnome cleric' is how you should say it."


  "Who cares how he said he wants to be a gnome? I'm more concerned with how that's supposed to be a 'devious distraction'," Brett reasoned, using air quotes, "when people won't even see you unless you stand on a stool?" Brett obviously didn't like the idea of having a female gnome on the team.


  "Maybe I'll wear steel armor platform boots with spiked toes. And maybe you'll notice when I kick you in the nuts." Zack paused, taking a deep breath. "Sorry, I really got into character. Sapphire may be small, but she's spunky and won't put up with shit from anyone."


  "Okay, this should be an interesting new addition to the game. Zack, please don't kick me in the vagina for asking, but I'm curious why you chose to be a gnome?" Jayne inquired.


  "Why wouldn't I pick a gnome? They are so adorable and tiny. Oh, and they have the cutest hats." Was Zack on crack? Gnomes weren't cute… they were terrifying. My grandma had gnomes in her flower garden and all they did was scare kids off the lawn. And the clothes were just tragic, no style or coordination. And the hats? Those were just long and pointy and split your face open if you ever fell on one.


  At least I knew Zack was most likely gay now. I was convinced he was at least sixty-eight percent gay. What kind of straight man would talk about gnome couture? Still, his level of taste left a lot to be desired, gay or straight. Maybe it was just wishful hoping that he would be gay and single and have a thing for socially-awkward nerds. Sure, his gnome-loving was creepy, but he was hot so it evened out. I could definitely tolerate small doses of gnome-speak if it meant getting to watch the way Zack smiled and used his hands to describe them.


  "I even have a gnome keychain," I heard Zack say before I tuned out the creepy gnome talk. I had endured all the gnome-ness I could handle for now. I hated gnomes, and I'd probably have wet nightmares about them as it was. I could see the dream in my head: Zack has me pinned against the wall, my arms wrapped around his neck and my legs locked around his waist. We're naked, of course, and he is pounding his cock into me, and just when we're about to come, poorly dressed gnome terrorists show up with spoons. Gnomes liked spoons for scooping eyeballs out of skulls; they were that evil. I'd wake up once they started to hack my eyeless head off. I'd lay awake with my cock achingly hard while crying from the terror of the gnome attack. I would probably end up needing to double my therapy sessions. Maybe I just wouldn't sleep tonight, that would be safest. New Mission: Find Something to do to Avoid Sleeping.


  It was going to be tough playing with a gnome, especially a female one that speaks in Zack's husky-man voice. He didn't even try to make it higher when he was in character (and usually threatening bodily harm). It was weird imagining a two-foot female fashion-disaster victim talking in such a manly voice. If gnomes weren't so scary I'd have laughed about it. I needed to find something to say to Zack and hope once I started the conversation, I could keep it going.


  I started making lists in my head of stuff that was okay to say and what wasn't. Like "how's it going?" was good. "Want a blowjob?" was slightly too slutty and went on my 'don't say' list. "What do you think of the game so far?" was good, and in theory I should be able to talk about the game for hours. So I kept trying to find stuff to say, and then I had to work on actually saying it.


  ****


  Mission: Talk to Zack had been going nowhere for three months now. Not only could I not talk to him, but Zack was distracting. He always wore tight t-shirts that stretched across his muscular chest. The game store was always a little chilly and shortly after he would slip out of his leather jacket, his nipples would both firm into points. Three months of imagining what it would be like rubbing—or preferably licking—that amazing chest and playing with those perky nipples.


  Whenever I was caught staring, I would just look back at the board and feel myself blush. Sometimes when I accidentally made contact with his sultry brown eyes, he would give me a quirky half smile. I could tell by his smirk he knew I wanted him, but I just couldn't get the courage to actually say anything. It was so easy to watch him, wishing I could find the courage to ask him to get coffee or something. Then I'd think, "what if he said yes?" I'd spend the whole time stumbling through, trying to figure out more things to say—and subtly imply I was up for more than just coffee—without being too direct in case he wasn't gay. It didn't take much for me to talk myself out of asking him to hangout.


  I was convinced that there was at least a seventy-three percent chance he was gay. I bumped it up from sixty-eight after our third game. Zack showed up wearing a light pink shirt that was tighter than usual. 'It's All Geek To Me' was written across the chest, the serif font appearing elongated from how much the fabric had to stretch. Then the next game he was wearing a black shirt that said "Go ahead, play with my" followed by a picture of an old Atari joystick. Zack had caught me staring at his chest enough that he had to know I'd see it, but I wasn't sure if the shirt was a serious invitation, if he was just teasing me, or if he even wore it for me.


  If he was trying to tease me, it worked. His shirts did nothing but inspire my imagination and make me want him even more. It wasn't just that he was physically the epitome of my every desire, but I genuinely liked him, what I knew of him.


  I really hadn't talked to him beyond mumbled "hellos," but I did manage to talk to him in the game. That was Cable talking to Psychotic Gnome AKA Sapphire, which was just me, teasing I got over my fear of gnomes, in the game at least, but I still can't go to my grandma's house without having a minor panic attack. Even though Sapphire didn't terrify me any longer, I still enjoyed making fun of her or having Cable do it for me.


  Playing with Zack was fun. Besides being able to tease Sapphire, he really did make things more interesting. He always had something snarky to say to any baddies we encountered. He was also a very supportive team player. As snarky as he was to the villains, he always had something supportive to say to the team even though we all still teased him about making newb moves. He was always using his turn to heal one of us, even if he had more exciting things he could be doing. As sweet as I thought it was that he always looked out for the team, I enjoyed it more when he went off on the creatures. The stuff he would shout at them never failed to make me laugh. Who can resist a hot guy that looks out for his own and makes you laugh?


  Unfortunately, even as Cable, my in-game conversations never went the way I wanted them to. Like last week, Cable told Sapphire she could use a bath—because she smelled like shit and was covered in slime from the fourteen-headed snot-slug she stupidly sliced open. (Everyone knew you killed those with a ranged attack.) Anyway, what I wanted Cable to say was, "Even covered in avocado snot and chunks of withering slug flesh, you still take my breath away. Not from the putrid odor either, but because your beauty shines through even the thickest secretions." And then Cable would kiss those slime-covered gnome lips… or some deeply romantic gesture like that.


  This time would be different though, Sapphire got herself in trouble, and when Cable strutted in there to save her, he was going to say something smooth and flirty. Newest Mission: Flirt with Zack by Using Cable.


  Maybe now would be a good time to point out I don't have split personalities. My new therapist, Nerey, told me that. I knew I controlled Cable, and Nerey said something about how I was just insecure and projecting all my confidence and esteem into the character of Cable, and I should work on focusing that confidence internally. I thought she was full of shit, but I liked talking to her. Something about paying her for her time made me open up. And I liked how instead of calling me a shy chicken, she would say I have a "nervous anxiety disorder preventing me from initiating communication with Zack," or something fancy like that. I thought she was enabling me to remain distant more than actually helping me get past the anxiety. Maybe I needed a new therapist. Maybe I should've looked into getting a team of them?


  I thought about offering to pay Zack to see if that would help me relax enough to talk. Mission: Pay Zack was quickly marked 'Too Risky' and terminated. Knowing me, I'd probably think I was being sly and say something like, "How's fifty bucks for an hour sound?" and he would think I was insinuating he was a whore and punch me in the face. That was the best case scenario, so no offering Zack compensation for his time.


  None of that matters now, though, because the game was going to let me be a hero. Randy and Rc were off searching for a juju or something in some underwater caverns. Cable's not part of that storyline, so trust me, it was boring. While they were off swimming, Sapphire and Cable were trudging through the forsaken desert lands. We were searching for the Rod of Improbability. It was believed to be in the upside-down pyramid in the liver of the desert's death oasis. The desert wasn't an easy place to pass through and got tougher the closer you got to the liver. If gnomes could swim, Sapphire would be on the other mission since it was far easier. Easier as in boring. Luckily she couldn't swim and was privileged enough to get rescued by Cable, repeatedly. That is, until this morning, day four in this hellacious desert.


  The worst thing imaginable happened. Okay, that was a little dramatic. Sapphire was kidnapped from her sleeping shelter. She was probably being beaten and tortured. I wouldn't be surprised if she was being strung up by her ankles and having her skin melted off, slowly. I knew it was just awful, but I smiled thinking this was the best thing ever. Now Cable would get to really save his gnome and be the knight in abused armor.


  That morning, just before the sun was to rise, Cable was awoken from his sleep by the low-pitched mannish screams of Sapphire. Cable thought to himself, she probably saw a spider and is freaking out, but spiders would seem a lot larger to one so small. Still lying in his bedding, Cable began assessing the situation. Sapphire continued shrieking loud enough it could wake the dead.


  It was impossible to sleep in heavy armor, so he was only wearing a pair of snug grey pants when he pulled himself out of bed. They were snug enough to show off the muscles in his legs but flexible enough to allow unrestricted movement. He grabbed his trusty longsword, Rel-Lik. (That's 'killer' spelled backwards.) Rel-Lik is long, narrow, and extremely sharp. It was just an ugly old sword. Rel-Lik had no magic enhancements or skill modifiers. It didn't need them. Very few creatures survived without their head; it didn't need to be anything more than sharp.


  Cable left his armor in the tent. If it was just a spider, he planned to sleep a little longer after Princess-Gnome shut up. If something was seriously wrong, there wasn't time to mess with the armor. The screaming finally stopped. Sapphire probably fainted from fright. (I didn't see how anything could be more terrifying than a gnome, but I guessed everything had phobias.)


  On alert, Cable silently exited his small tent, quickly noticing something was indeed wrong. The camp was being attacked and it looked like Sapphire was the target. Now that Cable was outside, he could hear Sapphire had stopped screaming and was hurling insults at her attackers. She may not have been able to put up much of a fight physically but at least she could give even the most secure creature a complex. It was hard to stay in character and not laugh as Sapphire told one of the Draczards—an androgynous man-snake-lizard-like thing—"Is that all you got, you beady-eyed son of a bitch? My gnome-nana hits harder than you, and she is over 400 years old, pussyface!"


  "Someone gag the gnome, please. Her manly shrieking is making my ears bleed," one of the ugly green lizard creatures hissed. It was then Cable noticed this wasn't an attack per se, but they were trying to kidnap little Sapphire. They were trying to stuff her in an old bristly potato sack, but she was too slippery and it looked like she was biting them if they got near her mouth.


  Why kidnap her? They couldn't possibly plan to ransom her back to us and expect us to pay, could they? Just listen to the shrill man-voice of the shrieking harpy. Why would anyone pay to get that back? Who was Cable trying to kid? Sapphire was part of the team and he'd do whatever it took to get her back. Still, they couldn't have known that; they must want her for something else—need her alive—or they would have already killed her... probably need her blood or skin for some ancient curse or other dark ritual. Cable almost felt bad for the kidnappers; no one deserved the verbal abuse Sapphire could spit out.


  Cable resisted the urge to let out a battle cry and rush to save Princess-Gnome-Stool. Cable was too smart to give away his advantage: no one had noticed he was there, yet. There were eight of the creepy walking lizards, and without his armor or reinforcements, he'd need the surprise and hopefully take out two of them before they even realized he was there. Normally Cable wouldn't have liked killing someone from behind, but it was eight against one and his sleep had been interrupted so he was cranky.


  In situations like this, things rarely go as planned. When it comes down to it, it is all luck of the dice. Cable's first swing with Rel-Lik was aimed to decapitate the monster closest to him. Swinging with a strong, quick strike, he… missed. There went the advantage of a surprise attack. Bitch fucker whore! Cable didn't say that out loud. He was a silent fighter; to show frustration would just make him look weak, and taunting sounded desperate. Cable liked to remain unyielding and let nothing show on his face. Without armor, Cable couldn't afford to take any chances. Even if his movement would be a lot quicker without the heavy burden of armor, he'd have to fight defensively, which could take awhile.


  Avoiding their long, spiky teeth and the eight razor claws they had on each limb was vital to coming out victorious. Three of the Draczards closest to Cable broke away from the pack and each took a turn trying to score a hit. They missed. Cable responded quickly and thrust Rel-Lik into the nearest lizard's upper body, piercing the thick-scaled chest plate. Wrenching the sword into the vulnerable organs, Cable watched as the lizard's thick, yellow-orangey blood began to bubble between the creature's nasty teeth. Ripping his sword out, Cable watched the thing fall lifelessly to the sand. He didn't know much about the Draczards' biology, but he approached every fight the same: stab it, and if it didn't die, cut its head off. It had worked well so far.


  The remaining two attacked at once. Cable dodged the first one but the second connected with the back of his left shoulder, leaving eight shallow claw marks. At least the hit had only grazed him, and Cable was right-handed, so he could still use Rel-Lik unhindered. He needed to wrap this up, and fast. Dodging two more attacks, Cable was able to retaliate and drive his sword through the lizard's left eye. Rel-Lik slid out smooth and clean.


  Draczards had thick mucus-like blood that would stretch and snap back, leaving the blade mostly blood-free. Even the strongest stomach could become weak when assaulted with being covered in slime and guts, nostrils filled with putrid, nauseating odors. As long as one avoided the teeth and claws, Draczards were an easy, no-mess kill, a huge help when there was a large group of them to slaughter for messing with your gnome. She might have been loud, mostly useless, and always getting in trouble, but she was Cable's useless gnome, dammit, and no one messed with something of Cable's.


  Before the Draczard's body had hit the sand Cable had spun around, and in one swift motion Rel-Lik sliced through the remaining lizard's neck. Cable watched as the body crumpled and the head rolled a few times, coming to a stop in an upright position a few feet away.


  Well, bloody fucking shit snatchers, Cable thought to himself. They were gone; the remaining five Draczards had escaped with their hapless victim, Sapphire. Well just fucking great, now a rescue mission would need to be devised. At least he would still be able to be the hero, rescue Sapphire, and get the perfect opportunity to flirt and be charming.


  The desert sun had risen and there were a few fluffy clouds in the azure sky. It was a bright morning, but Cable was infuriated. With the rusty desert rock cliffs to his back and no one around to bear witness, Cable allowed himself to expel his frustrations. He drove Rel-Lik into the sand next to the pile of Draczard remains. His body tensed and his muscles bulged as he clenched his teeth. Channeling all of his irritation through his taut body, he let it out in a long, animalistic roar.


  "Jesus, Whitney, stop fucking screaming already." I barely heard Randy trying to yell over me. And fuck him, I wasn't screaming, I was roaring like a savage beast that just had its gnome kidnapped. Huge difference between that and screaming! I did stop roaring though, as he was right, I was a little loud. But I was just in character.


  "Okay, that's a good place to finish for the night," Jayne said as she started gathering her stuff. What the hell, we couldn't stop there! Cable was going to save Sapphire and be smooth with the whole flirting thing. Yeah, he was going to have her eating out of his hand, and by association Zack would want me just as much as Sapphire would want Cable. Fuck, no way could I wait for Tuesday to continue. I'd drive myself insane and lose all my nerve by then.


  There was no point arguing and asking to continue as they were all chattering and getting their stuff put away. I was always the first one to leave after the game ended. I liked playing with the gang but I didn't really talk to them much in the outside world. Emails were exchanged and new ideas brought up, sometimes strategies were discussed, but for the most part we just played the game. Zack was the only one I wanted to get to know better, but how could I when just being near him would make me drool, and actually talking to him, I'd probably shit my pants.


  I quickly gathered my few books and game equipment. I turned to stuff them in my bag but it was gone. I always left my bag leaning against the metal leg of my chair. So where the hell was it? I checked the right side, just in case. Not there either, not that I really expected it to be. I never noticed anyone come over to our table, but I really get into the game. I doubted someone had walked over and jacked my bag while we all just sat here. I did a quick scan of the room trying to see if I left my bag somewhere else, but I couldn't have possibly done that since I was sitting down with my bag when I got my stuff out of it. Still, it was a compulsion to look around the room and try to find it. My eyes locked with Zack's during my survey of the room. He looked smugly amused. I didn't trust that look.


  I was desperate to get away from the intensity of his gaze, so I did what any adult would do and slid out of my seat onto my knees below the table. Holy shit, there was my bag lying over by Zack's shoe—it must have been a size thirteen. Dare I try and peek at his crotch while under the table? For comparison, of course, to see how the size of his extremities correlate. Purely scientific reasons. Butt fuck that idea though. This crackerjack used his sexy long leg to reach under the table and steal my bag. That's just rude; inexcusable, really. Keeping my eyes focused on my bag—not looking at his crotch, I swear!—I crawled over and grabbed it. (My bag, not his crotch!)


  It wouldn't move so I pulled on it harder, but the fucker was held firmly in place by a giant shoe sitting on its strap. I didn't want to jerk it too hard and break the strap. I quickly gave up on trying to pry it out from under that enormous clodhopper. He had to feel me pulling on the bag and he didn't even move his foot. What a bastard. A smart person probably would've asked him politely to move his foot, but not me. Since I couldn't pull my bag out, I decided to try and push his foot off.


  When I went to push his leg, it was like trying to move a mountain. Fuck, it didn't even budge. I don't think he even noticed I was trying to move his leg. Moving on to Plan C, I wrapped my hands around his calf. Even through his jeans I could feel his leg was solid muscle, a fact I ignored. I tightened my grip and started shaking his leg as hard as I could, determined to work it loose enough to get my bag and get the fuck out of this store.


  I was not silent in my attempts to retrieve my bag. No, I was grunting and mumbling the whole time with my strenuous efforts to get Zack off the strap. But now was not the time for dirty thoughts. Since the sounds were coming from under the table, by Zack's crotch, and I was grunting stuff like, "dirty cocksucker, you'll be lucky if I don't punch you in the balls," I'm pretty sure anyone within hearing distance thought I was giving him a rather violent handjob. And of course Zack wouldn't just move his foot so I could come out from under the table. Nope, he just sat there. He was probably making faces—like he was in deep pleasure—for everyone to see. Bastard.


  Did I really need my bag? Maybe I should've marked the bag as a loss and run out of the store. My therapist is going to love this story. Maybe I could call her and see what she thinks I should do? But my phone was in my bag and my hands were still busy trying to tear Zack's leg apart. Maybe I should've just punched him in the balls—he'd have to move then—but his reflex would probably cause his knee to jerk into my face.


  I was running out of ideas (besides just tucking tail and crawling out of the store) when Zack bent down. He had the nerve to smile at me, a warm and sexy smile that almost made me forget he was holding my bag hostage. "Whatcha doing, Whit?" he asked with false innocence, like he didn't know he stole my handbag. His eyes darted down and he spotted my sack. "Oh, need some help there, Whit?"


  Yeah, I need you to remove your foot from my bag, and can I suggest shoving it up your ass?


  Before I could actually respond though, Zack had grabbed my bag and I heard it land on the table above me. At least now I could throw my shit in it and go home. This night was not turning out how I had hoped. Stupid Jayne, ending the game before I could make my move. I'm sure I would have. When I elegantly stood back up, I froze. Zack was busy putting my things in my bag. Who does that? "What in the monkey balls are you doing? I have places for everything in there; you can't just start tossing my stuff in there."


  "I know. You labeled all the pockets and dividers. Relax, I can read and am putting everything where it goes," he told me. His tone was sincere and placating. And he was almost done shoving everything in so what could I really do about it? Just let him finish and then I could leave, go home and pretend this night never happened. He finished packing away my stuff and looked up at me with those sweet puppy eyes that he could have probably used to get away with murder just by flashing them. "You ready?" he asked quietly. I nodded before I even thought about it, mesmerized by those peepers. Using his eyes like a weapon seemed like a dirty play. Manipulative bastard.


  With that, he grabbed my bag and headed for the door. I had to follow; he had my stuff after all. So I trailed behind him, walking across the parking lot. I watched as he opened the back door of his car and tossed my bag on the seat. What the fuck was he doing? "Get in," Zack said as he opened the driver's door. I just stared at him; he couldn't expect me to get in the car with him, could he? "Hurry up, I'm starving. I'll take you to dinner. We need to talk strategy for next week's game."


  I don't know what I was thinking, but I found myself slowly getting into his car. I may have been in some kind of daze, because he was pulling out of the lot before I even managed to get my seatbelt buckled. I'm not sure how long we sat in silence before he casually asked, "Why did your mom name you Whitney?"


  I must have been really stunned by his question because I found myself responding before I even thought about it. "She thought she was going to have a baby girl because she craved cucumbers and seafood during her second trimester. Apparently those are girl foods. Anyway, when she was wrong and had me, she didn't want to have to think of a boy name so went with what she planned to name a girl."


  "But you said her name was Whitney?"


  "Yeah, she says she knew she'd be the coolest mom ever and that her and her kid would be best friends, so she wanted to have the same name. Apparently, having the same name increases the mother and child's ability to bond." I wasn't embarrassed by my name, I just preferred Whit. That way if I was hanging out with my mom, I wouldn't get confused which one of us people were talking about.


  "Is she a cool mom?"


  "The coolest," I responded. After a few minutes with Zack not saying anything, I found myself spilling more words without thinking. "You know I only got in the car because you were holding my bag hostage." And because you're so fucking hot, I want to lean over and wrap my lips around your cock until you shoot down my throat. Yeah, I wanted my dessert before dinner, and right fucking then would have been preferred. Luckily, I didn't say that part out loud.


  "That doesn't sound very romantic, now does it?" he asked, glancing my way for a second before looking back at the road. "Look at it this way: I was being a gentleman; I carried your books for you, offered you a ride, and now I'm taking you out to dinner. Dare I say it sounds almost like I'm trying to woo you?" He finished by turning his head and giving me a quick wink.


  If I thought he was serious, I would have told him to consider me wooed before I started pulling down his zipper using my teeth. But since he said he wanted to talk strategy, I was pretty sure he was just yanking my chain. If he was serious, he would have made a move by now, right? But I was seriously into him and I hadn't made a move. Maybe he was just really horny and didn't want to waste time finding a hook-up. That brought some dirty thoughts to mind.


  I must have been really into my fantasy world, because before I knew it, I was following Zack into a twenty-four hour diner I'd never been to before. We were seated quickly in a booth along the wall. It looked like a typical diner, a little worn but cozy. At first, I thought if he was trying to woo me, he wasn't trying very hard, but then I considered where we just came from and what we were wearing, and the place seemed perfect.


  Shortly after being seated, a young server brought menus and water, and introduced herself as Lindsey. After taking our drink order, she left us with time to look at the menu. I got a mint chip milkshake—my favorite—so that way if I didn't get sex with Zack later, at least the night wouldn't be completely unsatisfying. Yes, I loved mint chip shakes that much. Zack got an iced tea, no lemon; it seemed like a boring drink to me.


  We hadn't spoken since the car ride here. It was okay not talking in the car because I was daydreaming, and right now I was hiding behind my menu. But that only lasted a few minutes, up until Lindsey came back with the drinks and to take our orders. I ordered two cheesy baked potatoes. I wasn't that hungry and I loved potatoes and cheese, my two favorite foods which together were heavenly. Zack ordered a heart attack on a platter. Then Lindsey left, taking my menu shield with her.


  Zack sat there silently looking at me. I was used to this; my therapist often played the same game. I think she called it "stare at the nut until he cracks and starts spilling his guts." I always lost at this game so I knew I'd have to speak first. I went with the only thing I could think of. "Why did you join our RPG group?" I sounded harsh even to my own ears, like he'd done something wrong and I was interrogating him. "That came out wrong. What I meant was what made you want to start role playing?" That sounded much better.


  "Well it's kind of a long story, but a few weeks before I joined the group, I broke up with my boyfriend. And I kind of spent those three weeks bitching to my friend Chandra non-stop about how I always date idiot losers. She tried to tell me it's because I always went for the same type of guy who I'd meet at a club or party. I told her she was wrong and I just had bad luck with men." He paused to take a sip of his tea. I was trying to suck my thick shake through the narrow straw. "Anyway, we were having a drink at a café and saw Jayne's flyer looking for new members for a Tuesday and Thursday night RPG group. I guess Chandra was completely fed up with my whining because she bet I couldn't last two weeks with a group outside of my normal social setting. I didn't want her to think I couldn't do it, so I emailed Jayne and you know the rest. After the two weeks, I won fifty bucks."


  "How kind of you to grace us with your presence, but in case you can't tell time, two weeks passed awhile ago." I know I sounded bitter, but it ticked me off he thought we were below his standards when he had to be cock and balled into joining our group and had planned to leave after two weeks. It took two weeks just to get him ready to start playing the game. I'd have been so pissed if he had just stopped showing up after that.


  "Well, Chandra was right. I did need to broaden my social activities. At first I was a little bored with all the character development and learning the rules, but once we started playing I really began to love it." He sounded sincere, and he hadn't missed a game yet, but still…


  "Why do you love it?" I wasn't being antagonistic; I really wanted to know why he loved it.


  He just smiled at me for a few long seconds. "Because I get to say whatever I want when I'm in the game. Sapphire doesn't hold back, she says what's on her mind. I work with a lot of sucktards and wish I could say half the stuff to them I get to say when we play. I guess the game is like a release for me, where I get to let everything out of my system. It's like therapy."


  "Trust me, it's better than therapy." He gave me one of his trademarked eyebrow raises at my statement. I shrugged. I'm not going to tell him about my therapy sessions.


  "There was another reason I stayed and why I keep coming back." He smiled coyly at me. I used my hand to motion for him to continue but he just smiled at me.


  He was going to be a douche and make me ask, wasn't he? "And what's that?"


  "There is this really cute guy on the team I wanted to get to know better." He was still smiling, and even though he just admitted he liked someone else, that smile made me ache in my jeans.


  "Randy?" I asked. I had to know who he thought was cute. "I guess he is kind of cute if he doesn't talk."


  "Randy? Are you serious?" He looked a little repulsed. "Have you seen Randy picking stuff out of his hair and sniffing it? It's totally gross."


  "Bre—"


  "Don't say Brett, moron." I would've been snarky about him cutting me off or calling me a moron, except he said it so affectionately, like a pet name. "I'm talking about you."


  "Me? Why me?"


  "Why you? Because I think you're gorgeous, and I adore the way you think you're shy, but you're really not, you just think too much. The first time I saw you, I forgot to breathe. Then when you looked at me with those big green eyes, I got lost and knew I needed to get to know you better."


  "If you wanted to get to know me better, why'd you wait until now to kidnap me?" I asked cheekily as I smiled probably the biggest smile of my life upon hearing him describe me.


  "It's difficult to 'kidnap' someone, as you say, when you can't get them alone. You always rush out after the games and I never had a chance to talk to you. And honestly, I'm used to the other guy making the first move. I've never had to plan a seduction before."


  "This is what you call a seduction?"


  He laughed and shook his head, "The real planning comes into play later."


  "Judging by how you asked me out, I can only imagine how dirty you play."


  "You'll have to wait and see," he smirked at me. "But until then I really do need you to help me figure out how Sapphire will escape before, you know, they rape her sexy ass or some shit like that."


  How could I point out—without being a dick—that she doesn't have the skill to escape? "What is your character the best at?"


  "Talking shit!" he answered immediately. I couldn't help but laugh. Fuck me, he was cute. And he made me smile like no one else ever had.


  "Okay, what's the second thing she's the best at?" I asked when I stopped laughing.


  "Healing shit?"


  "Bingo, every time it's your turn, all you have to do is regenerate. Keep your health points full, and when Cable comes to rescue you, you'll be ready to go," I told him, outlining the only logical thing to do in his position. "And you won't get raped. The Draczards are androgynous."


  "That's bullshit, Whit. You expect Ms. Sapphire to just sit there and wait for a man to come save her? She doesn't need a man. Just help me come up with my own rescue plan." His ambition was cute but he really didn't get how the game worked.


  "Look, you can't escape. Just not possible; you don't have the right character skills for it. It will be a while before Cable rescues Sapphire. Jayne has some evil plan. She takes Game Master duties seriously, and kidnapping Sapphire was meant to be a distraction. She thinks I'll go save you before finishing the quest, but by the time you're rescued she'll already have done what she has planned. So I need to finish the quest and then go save you. And while I'm doing that, all you have to do is stay alive, so keep regenerating health." There it was, all laid out. He couldn't argue with that, right? I mean it was so obviously the only way to handle this situation.


  "That is a sucky plan. I have to just sit there and heal myself repeatedly while you're off having an adventure?"


  "Well, you can still belittle your captors, and try to wear them down to such a state of depression they'll release you because they can't handle your verbal onslaught any longer," I said with a little smile. I thought he'd like being able to sit there and toss insults until his voice turned hoarse.


  "That sounds more tolerable, but I still want to be out exploring, not tied to a cement slab in some lizard freak's sex dungeon." By 'exploring' he meant his obsessive need to have Sapphire pick every herb we saw and open every crate looking for unneeded treasure. Sometimes when I was playing, I'd picture Cable pushing the little gnome into the crate, closing it, and carrying it off. It would decrease the travel time not having to wait while Sapphire stopped every few squares to interact with her surroundings. Maybe if Cable had locked her in a crate the kidnappers wouldn't have found her and she wouldn't be messing up the quest.


  I was saved from having to respond to Zack by the arrival of our food. This was a good thing since I didn't know what to say. We were eating in silence when Zack randomly asked, "Want a fry?" I thought about it for a second. I mean I was eating two potatoes as it was, but the gesture seemed sweet. And wasn't sharing food supposed to be romantic?


  I nodded my head as he picked up a fry, dunked it in mayonnaise, and then shoved it in my mouth. I hate mayonnaise but couldn't spit it out since he was still pushing the fry in. I was expecting him to offer me his plate and let me grab it. He hadn't washed his hands for hours; at least I rubbed some sanitizer on mine right after we sat down. Not that I'm germ-phobic or anything. Hell, I'd lick every part of Zack except his hands or feet. Was that weird, 'feel free to choke me with your cock, but keep your fingers away from my lips?' I'll be the first to admit it makes no sense, but in my head I couldn't get over those fingers near my mouth. It was gross.


  It would be rude to grab his wrist and spit the food out, but I still considered it an option. I'm pretty sure he'd be repulsed if I spit the slightly chewed fry out and scrubbed my tongue clean on a napkin. The only thing I could do was get through it with the thought that if I survived this, later he'd hopefully stuff my mouth with his cock. I closed my lips tightly on the end of the fry; no way was I letting his fingers get inside my mouth. After I swallowed the last of the fry, I opened my eyes. Zack was grinning at me. I tried to smile back without parting my lips. It felt awkward, so I imagine I looked sick or something. If he said anything I'd say it was because he made my stomach flutter.


  "You have some mayo on your lips," he said, reaching out and brushing the corner of my mouth with his thumb. I almost gasped but managed to keep my lips closed. I turned my head and grabbed my napkin and quickly wiped at my face before downing my full glass of water. It didn't help the memory and the taste still lingered. I'd likely never forget this; my therapist would probably make me relive it for at least three sessions, the sadistic bitch.


  "Thanks," I mumbled, trying not to look queasy as I turned back to him. "Want some of my shake?" I asked, trying to be polite even though I was still trying to get over the mayo-assault on my taste buds. As first dates went, it could be worse. At least I'm pretty sure this was a date. At his nod, I passed him my almost empty milkshake. I almost had a spontaneous orgasm when he wrapped his full lips around the straw and started sucking. He licked his bottom lip after releasing the straw. I was suddenly feeling jealous of that straw.


  He passed my drink back and grabbed another fry, dunking it in his fat sauce. "Want another fry?" he asked smoothly. I knew I had two choices here: accept the fry, and then have him try and shove food in my mouth every time we ate together, or say no thanks and explain myself. Of course there was only one real option. I had to tell him to keep his fingers away from my face or I'd always worry he might try to touch my lips again.


  "No fry for me, thanks. I hate mayonnaise, and I freak out a bit having hands near my mouth and nose." I tried to sound casual even as the memory of his thumb caressing my lip made me itch to go scrub my face clean.


  "Oh shit, I'm sorry. It didn't cross my mind that you might not like mayo." He sounded so apologetic I almost thought about lying and saying, "I love mayonnaise and hands touching my mouth." "Guess I'll have to remember to keep my hands away from your face."


  "Well I have no problems with your hands anywhere else, like in my hair," I winked at him, hoping to revamp the mood. "And you can still feed me; just don't use your fingers."


  "Oh yeah, you like having a fist pulling your hair?" I could hear the excitement in his voice at the idea.


  "You'll have to wait and see," I said nonchalantly, replaying his words from earlier back to him.


  "Looks like we're done here, so want to come over to my place and play a game?" As creepy as that offer could have sounded, his tone was seductive and not at all like the psychotic voice from the movie Saw. I watched it in the theater back when I was in high school, and I screamed like a drowning duck. There were little girls there who didn't scream as much as I did. Needless to say, I didn't watch the sequels.


  "We just got done playing a game. Why would you want to play another?" I asked stupidly. He was inviting me to his place. Why the fuck did I care what his reason was? I should've just said, "Yes, please I'd love to."


  "Well I was thinking of playing a more active game, something to get our blood pumping. Maybe Strip Twister or Nude Wii Tennis, or we could just watch a movie if you prefer."


  "Don't you need at least three people to play Twister? You know, someone to spin and call out colors while the rest act like uncoordinated monkeys." I could have slapped myself right then for again being dense. The correct response was, "Let's play Naked Anything for hours, please." "Yeah, another game or movie would be fun. We should do that." Could my response have seemed any more robotic?


  Zack paid and we headed out to his car. The ride to his place was spent with Zack talking about his car, or maybe cars in general. I couldn't really follow along but I enjoyed listening to his voice, even if he might as well have been speaking German for all I understood. Before long we were pulling up to his building and he was leading me through a nice but plain lobby into the elevator. Disappointingly, nothing happened in the elevator. Probably for the best since there was an older couple in the metal box with us and they probably wouldn't know what to make of my attempt at flirting. They'd freak out thinking I was having a seizure or something, and it's not nice to scare the elderly.


  The elevator opened on the fifth floor and Zack led me down the hall. I watched his ass thinking I'd follow that anywhere. Fucking Hawt. Watching his ass flex as he walked motivated me more to work up the courage to get touchy-flirty, because I needed to get a good view of that ass without clothes. Then we were at his door and he was motioning me inside, what a gentleman.


  I'm going to skip the boring details, like what his apartment looked like, because honestly, who even notices those details when they're hornier than a bunny on ecstasy and alone with a God-like Zack? So yeah, his home has walls with stuff in frames hanging, but more importantly, where was the bedroom? Fuck, he had a nice muscular ass. Bet he had impeccable control with those hips. Why were we still clothed and standing in the entryway? Why wasn't he going caveman and shredding my clothes on the way to his room? I was nervous and my thoughts had become jumpy. "Did you want something to drink?" he asked as he walked further into his condo.


  "No drink. Didn't you mention something about a seduction plan and stripping?" Right to the point, but I'd been hard for hours and maintaining an erection that long messes with a man's blood circulation to other areas, like the filter for his mouth.


  Zack turned around and gave me a small smile. "About that, I lied earlier. I have no plan and thought I could make up something as we went. I wanted you and couldn't wait anymore. Watching you play earlier, it was captivating. I love how into the game you get; you play with your whole body, and watching you is always so intense. I've been dying to see if that intensity would transfer over to more intimate activities." He gave a sly grin. "And you're the best storyteller, the way you keep the story going even as you roll the dice, or how quick you are to react to the other players. I can't help but wonder what you'd say during sex… do you talk dirty?"


  Oh, fuck me with a basketball, he'd been thinking of me and sex? Thinking leads to expectations, which can lead to disappointments, which added so much pressure to perform well. I mean, I wanted to fuck him like an all-star anyway so he'd want repeat performances. Dirty talk, though? Not sure I could pull that off. There was a fine line between 'dirty hot' and 'dirty gross.' I'd probably be 'dirty gross,' or worse, 'dirty boring.'


  "We don't have to have to sex on the first date, but you did seem open to the idea at the diner. We could just watch a movie or something. Up to you." Oh shit in a bucket, now he thinks my hesitation is because I'm not interested.


  I needed to think quickly to show I was very interested but not seem too desperate. "I would have let you fuck me in the backseat, before dinner even." Mission: Don't Seem Slutty. Fail. Try again. "It doesn't really count as a date if you blackmailed the person into going on said date." Oh dear lord, I needed to just shut the fuck up and stop talking. You've wanted to go on a date with him for months; don't play coy now. Who cares how he asked you out, just get to the sex. "I'm not one of those queens that have a stupid sex rule, like three dates first. Even if I did, I'd break it for you," I said in what I hoped was a teasingly seductive manner. That was kind of smooth… a little slutty, a little sweet. Let's be honest: I'm no saint and currently hornier than fuck. "If it feels right, why not just do it?"


  "In the backseat? Damn, if I'd known you were that easy, well… I still would have wanted to eat first," he whispered in my ear. When'd he get so close? I could feel his warm breath against my cheek. I could easily turn my head and kiss him. And I wanted to kiss him badly, so I did. A gentle brush of lips, at first, quickly turned into a hard mashing of lips that couldn't get close enough and a tangling of tongues as they sensually caressed against each other. The way Zack kissed me was mind-blowing, or maybe I blacked out for a moment. One minute I was standing there moaning into Zack's kiss, and the next I was laying on the hardwood floor, Zack still ravaging my mouth, his body pressing on top of mine. I had my legs wrapped around his waist, our cocks rubbing against each other. We were still clothed, unfortunately.


  I was dazed and my only thought was getting Zack naked—and hopefully inside me—and the quickest way to get what I wanted was to demand it. "Naked, now!" I growl-moaned as I pulled out of the kiss. It might not have been the most complete sentence but I knew he got the message when he stood up, forcing me to unwrap my legs from around his waist. He reached out his hand and helped me up. I wobbled for a couple of seconds like a drunken penguin. Zack helped to steady me before grabbing my hand and jerking me behind him, I assumed towards the bedroom or someplace more comfortable to ravage each other.


  I was right. He led me into the bedroom. I'm sure it was nice but all I noticed was the large sleigh bed. It had a wood frame with drawers on the bottom, and the mattress had to be three feet off the floor. My mind immediately went to all the wonderful things we could do on that bed, but where to start? It would probably be best to start with Zack, but where was he, and why wasn't he touching me and ripping my clothes apart? I quickly scanned the room and saw Zack kneeling down and rummaging around inside his closet. I walked to him and looked over his shoulder to see what was more important than getting sweaty and naked. Holy Fucking Draczard! He had a huge cardboard box of condoms in his closet. I was so busy staring at the box trying to guestimate how many condoms were in there, I didn't notice Zack stand up until he spoke. "Okay, I got the supplies. Let's get back to what we were doing."


  As I looked at him, I think my eyes widened to the point they were about to pop out of my head. He was grinning seductively at me while standing there, holding a strip of condoms and what was probably a gallon of lube. "Holy Fucking Caterpillars, that is a massive bottle of lube! Do you run a sex club or something?" My voice sounded a little higher pitched than usual, but I was a little freaked out. Safe sex supplies in those quantities were for sex-experts and I'm sex-average at best. I could take cock like a man, but I was neither a sexcrobat nor sexually innovative.


  "A sex club? What are you talking about?"


  "You have a jug of lube and a box of condoms in your closet." I paused, thinking that sounded too ordinary. "Well, I have a box of six condoms in my nightstand. What you have is a crate of… what? A thousand condoms in your closet?"


  "I buy in bulk, the little lube bottle is empty, and I'm in a hurry and don't want to fill it up. Can we talk about this after we fuck? Because I'm having trouble focusing on anything other than the need to fuck you." Oh that sounded like a good idea, much better than continuing on with thoughts that were just making me develop performance anxiety. If we were RPG characters, his sex skill level would be in the fifties while mine was still in the single digits. Thoughts like that just weren't helping so I decided to clear my head and enjoy the night.


  And enjoy the night I would. I mean just seeing Zack naked was a guarantee for a fantastic night. Anything else was just 'raspberries on top' as mom would say.


  I think I might have had an inner ear infection or vertigo or something, because one minute I'm standing there watching Zack carrying a strip of condoms and an army-sized bucket of lube towards his nightstand, and the next thing I know I'm naked and flat on my back in the center of the bed with an equally naked Zack on top of me.


  He positioned his cock so it was above my mouth while his face was above my groin. His cock was on the large side and my lips could barely stretch around it. I used my tongue and lips to tease around the head. It'd be a while before I'd be able to deep throat his cock, but I'm pretty sure he enjoyed what I was able to do, judging by the noises he made as he sucked my cock. His mouth was incredible; he closed his lips tightly around me as he worked up and down the shaft. I had to focus on pleasing him or I'd come way too quickly.


  I pulled the thick head of his cock out of my mouth and slowly worked my lips and tongue down his long shaft. I gently used the tip of my tongue to lightly tease his large, low-hanging balls. I brought my hand up and started stroking his cock as I pulled one of his balls into my mouth. After a few minutes I started to pull my mouth away, letting his ball slowly slip out from between my lips. I moved to his other one, giving it the same treatment as I tightened my hand and started to stroke his cock faster.


  I'd gotten into a steady rhythm of tonguing his balls while jerking his cock. It was a snug fit but I'd managed to get both of his balls in my mouth and was stimulating them with my tongue. I loved the salty flavor and his manly musk scent.


  I was so into working his hard cock and balls I almost didn't notice when he pulled off me, until he started moaning louder, "Oh fuck, keep sucking my nuts while you fist-fuck my cock." His words increased my need to make him come. I started sucking on his balls harder and turning my wrist a little when I reached the head of his cock, making my thumb caress the sensitive skin underneath. I knew he liked that when, on the second upstroke, he shouted, "Sweet Jesus, I'm coming," before I felt his body tense as his cock erupted above me. I felt the first strand of his come land on my chest and stomach, followed by another jet that landed on my upper chest. The rest of his man ranch dribbled out to pool in the hollow of my neck. I continued pumping his cock until he grabbed my arm and made me stop. I knew he was most likely too sensitive but I loved the feeling of his hard cock in my hand.


  I let his tasty balls slip out of my mouth and forced myself to let go of his cock. As soon as I removed my hand, his warm mouth enveloped my prick. I didn't even know how close I was to orgasm until his moist tongue started teasing the tip of my cock, pressing against the slit. I barely had time to whimper, "I'm coming," before I released my load in his mouth. He swallowed every drop and made sure I was spiffy clean before letting my spent cock slip free.


  He turned around and flopped on the bed so we were on our backs next to each other. I dragged my hands up my stomach and felt the come that had landed there. Being overly relaxed, commonly known as lazy, I didn't want to get up but I didn't want it to start dripping either, so I did the only logical thing: I rubbed it into my skin. The large amount of come on my neck had already started running down both sides. I've read a few articles that talk about how healthy come is for hair and skin; now was my chance to try it for myself. I just had to remember to shower before Zack drove me back to my car.


  Rubbing the come against my skin left my hands sticky so I tried to covertly wipe them off on the corner of Zack's bed sheet. If he noticed what I was doing, he didn't say. We both lay there. I was just staring at the ceiling, feeling satisfied. I wasn't sure how long we stayed there before Zack broke the silence. "There were ten thousand condoms in that box." He sounded so relaxed and casual, like everyone had ten thousand condoms and gallon-sized containers of lube. I was so sated that it took me a minute to process what he'd said.


  Turning my head to look at him, I asked, "Why do you need so many condoms? I know I'm not an expert, but ten thousand seems excessive." Or was I just inadequate with my box of only six? I guess it'd been awhile since I last had sex, but surely not that much had changed in eight months, right? I think I would have heard about any big changes in sexual practices, even if I wasn't practicing too often.


  "Well I might've been a little presumptuous and thought I'd ordered one hundred of them. Then I received a box of ten thousand fuck wrappers. I'm still not sure how I fucked up the order." He paused to grab a condom off the nightstand and tossed it on my chest. "And I can only use them with you," he winked. I grabbed the condom off my chest and actually looked at it for the first time. The wrapper had a longsword going diagonally across the condom. The handle was in the bottom right corner with the tip of the blade ending in the top left corner. There was a semi-translucent black condom being unrolled down the sword. It stopped a little below the tip. "EVEN A BADASS WARRIOR NEEDS TO SHEATH HIS LONGSWORD" was written in tiny block print across the middle of the wrapper.


  At first, I thought it was weird ordering so many custom condoms, but then I realized what a sweet gesture it was. I mean that takes thought and planning out. It was the sweetest thing anyone had ever done for me. I wasn't sure what to say. 'Thank you, you're very sweet' seemed lame. I wanted to say something sweet and heartfelt to convey how much his unexpected gesture meant to me. "Wow, that must have cost a small fortune." Mission: Be Romantic was an EPIC FAIL! I might as well have just said, "Thanks for the gift, how much did it cost, and can I return it for cash?"


  I was frantically trying to think of something to say that would distract from what I just said when Zack responded, "To do what we just did, it was totally worth it."


  "We haven't even used one yet."


  "I know. And it was already more than worth it."


  "It will take a lot of sex to go through ten thousand condoms." I wondered if my voice sounded as awed as I felt. I was still trying to wrap my head around this.


  "Yeah, and we only have two years before they expire." Zack sounded like he was bragging, meanwhile I was busy trying to do the math for how many condoms we needed to use a day.


  "That means we have to use like thirteen and a half a day." I took a minute to process that. "Which isn't possible so we will have to rotate and use thirteen one day and fourteen the next. That seems like a lot of work and logistically not probable. I mean with other stuff happening, something could come up or one of us get sick, and then we have to try and get caught back up." The thought of fucking so much was hot but kind of exhausting. And we'd have to work out a sex-schedule and then it would really feel like work.


  "Just means you'll be too busy to have sex with anyone else. I don't see a problem with that." He paused for a moment. "And I already used over 400 of them. We'll just have to get condom creative. Have water condom-balloon fights and stuff. So yeah, we'll have tons of fun fucking like crazy and using condoms for weird shit."


  "What? How did you use four hundred already?"


  "I'm working on a collage and it needs four hundred, but I got carried away with the hot glue gun and burned holes through some of them. It's still a work in progress."


  "So you're a sexy artist?"


  "Sexy, yes. Artist, no. I went to a website for making collages. You know, you upload the photos you're working with, and the image you want to make with them, and how big you want it to be. I wanted to make a giant condom wrapper, so it is twenty condoms wide and twenty high. I wanted the image to look like a giant version of the custom condoms. Turns out you have to have different images to blend the colors together, so instead of a real collage I have a fifty-square-inch square that will have four hundred condoms hot glued on it."


  "It still sounds awesome. I can't wait to see it. What are you going to do with it when it's done?" I asked curiously.


  "Originally I planned to impress you with it. I was hoping when you saw it you'd be all, like, wooed and then I'd say something like, 'I want to stick my big sword in your tight sheath,' and you'd be so enamored by the collage you wouldn't notice how corny I am," he said, grinning at me like a cheeseball. (Some people say goofball, but I like cheese and balls, and I really like Zack's balls.)


  "All you had to do was show me your sword and I'd be more than impressed and let you sheath it wherever you wanted," I replied, proud of myself for being flirty and not saying something like, "I like corn," which I do, but that doesn't sound sexy (unless you have a food fetish).


  "I know that now. The collage idea was before I knew how easy you were," he said teasingly. I was still thinking about corn.


  "Hey, Zack, you have a food fetish?" I asked because it was best to know these things, especially since I'd committed to having lots and lots of sex with him.


  "Not particularly, but I like food, so if you have a food fetish, it's cool." Damn his voice was sexy.


  "I don't either. I was just thinking about corn." I hoped he didn't ask me why I was thinking about it, because I seriously didn't know.


  He rolled over, hovering above me, and put his lips by my ear, "I never had a boyfriend that got excited about corn before."


  "I don't get turned on thinking about corn. And who said I'd be your boyfriend?" I moaned when he lowered his body to rub against mine.


  "You feel excited and you said you were thinking about corn. And you have to be my boyfriend; I'm making you condom art."


  "Trust me, it's not the corn that's making me hard, and you are persuasive with your mating rituals. Stealing, blackmail, weird art gifts, and really great sex… who could say no to that?"


  "When you put it like that it sounds like the best first date ever. Now shut up so we can get started on using these condoms." That sounded like a brilliant idea. Not that conversation was possible since he'd barely finished his sentence before his lips were sealed to mine. Then he pulled away again to whisper, "Don't forget I want to hear you talk dirty."


  ****


  Later that night…


  Mission: Dirty Play. EPIC SUCCESS!


  THE END
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  Two hot guys, one in a shirt and tie, one dressed more casually, are lying on a couch in an office, shirts unbuttoned, kissing, totally into each other.
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  Dear Author


  The boss was called away for the day and asked me to step in and interview some new contractors. This one pressed all the right buttons and we ended up on the couch in my boss's office. Then guess who walks in...
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  DISCIPLINARY ACTION


  by Jane Davitt


  Bored, boring, bored, boring... Zach lined his last paperclip up on the desk and gave his piece of art a considering look. That paperclip there needed to go over to the left just a--


  The door to the inner office swung open and his boss walked out. Shit. Zach swept his hand across the paperclips he'd arranged into the outline of an impressive cock and balls (way bigger than life-size and beyond even his most lurid fantasy; he had a lot of paperclips to play with) and felt a blush heat his face.


  If Mr. Brandon had seen them... But though Jack Brandon didn't miss much when it came to Brandon Construction, he seemed to forget Zach existed most of the time. For a personal assistant, Zach didn't have a whole lot to do with his boss.


  And he wanted to. Jack's name might sound like his, but they were completely different and he liked that. Zach was medium height and build, with gray eyes and hair he'd dyed a different color so often he didn't always recognize himself in the morning now that it was a sober dark brown. He'd gotten a kick out of the twist of choosing to go normal, though. Kind of like going undercover. Plus, he'd needed a job and something had told him that purple hair wasn't going to fly here. All those macho men with tool belts and hard hats...hot, some of them, sure, but not exactly into alternative lifestyle choices. Not that he'd hidden the fact he was gay. He had standards. No way was he working anywhere that had homophobic assholes on the payroll.


  Brandon had shrugged when Zach had brought the subject up at the job interview, his face impassive. "You'd be here to answer phones, keep my coffee cup full, handle all the crap so I can get the real work done, and jump as high as I tell you to, Mr. Calder. I don't see how being gay would help you do any of that better, and I don't see how it'd make you do it any worse. If anyone gives you crap about it, you tell me, otherwise I'm not interested. You want the job?"


  Staring at Brandon's muscular body -- he had to be six-four easy -- and wondering just what it'd be like to climb his new boss like a tree and nibble his nuts, it'd been hard to concentrate for long enough to accept. He didn't have a daddy kink exactly, but he did go for older men when he could get them, and at thirty-five to his twenty-two, Jack Brandon qualified.


  Tall, big, sandy hair cut short and honest-to-God green eyes in a craggy, beat-up face....Brandon was hot in a forbidding, too-much-to-handle kind of way.


  Gave Zach shivers -- the good kind -- just picturing being underneath all those muscles and hearing that rough growl of a voice telling him just what to do to make his boss happy. It was getting to the point where a nod and a 'Good coffee. Thanks' gave him a boner.


  Sadly, though, not only was Jack failing to register on Zach's well-honed gaydar, there were also zero signs of the lust he felt being directed back at him.


  Jack -- God, it was hard to think of him by his first name, though the one time Zach had tried 'sir', he'd almost come in his pants and Brandon had choked on his coffee for some reason -- was straight. Accept it and move on, Zach told himself. Usually a few times a week.


  "You short on work?" Brandon's voice was icy. It beat indifferent, but not by much.


  "Uh, no, sir." The honorific didn't get him nicely flustered this time. It just popped out automatically. "Well...kind of?" He stood, though he did get a thrill out of being loomed over. It just didn't feel right lounging in his seat with his boss on his feet. "I've done everything you wanted me to do." Shame a blow job wasn't on the list. "Finished an hour ago, in fact."


  Brandon's frown became a scowl. "And you just sat here playing with your dick, is that right?"


  Oookay. That had crossed a line. Before he could point that out, Zach realized Brandon was looking meaningfully at the paperclips. Oh. That dick. Right.


  Brandon put his hands on Zach's desk and leaned across it so their faces were close. "You're doing okay here, but you can do better. If you want to stick around, show some initiative. Ask me if there's anything you can do. Walk around the yard and get a feel for how things work and see if you can come up with any way to make things run smoother. Don't just sit at your desk looking bored out of your mind. That's not good for you or the business."


  "I didn't -- you never seem to want me to bother you." It wasn't a whine or a protest, though secretly he did resent the way Brandon's gaze would pass over him as if he didn't exist some mornings. "I didn't know you wanted more from me. If I did, you could've had me, uh, it."


  The words hung between them. God, had he really just said that? He was blushing again, heat rising until he wanted to splash cold water on his face -- and dunk his dick in ice to get it to behave.


  "I want my money's worth out of you," Brandon said evenly. He wasn't blushing. He wasn't even breathing hard. Zach felt like he'd run up three flights of stairs. His heart pounded and he could feel each exhaled breath of Brandon's warm on his face, like the echo of a kiss.


  Except Brandon wouldn't kiss like that, with soft and insubstantial brushes of his lips, and gentle touches from his tongue. Brandon would claim a guy's mouth bruisingly hard, lick inside it demandingly, bite down and suck until Zach's lips were stinging, swollen, hot...


  "I'm out the rest of the day, checking up on the Stanfield Hill sub-division. They've screwed up big time with the foundations and I want to deal with it in person."


  Zach nodded, wondering if he'd be able to make it to the men's room without being seen and jerk off in there. No way could he let his boner just subside and still be good for anything work-related. He needed to come, to feel the sweet, savage kick in the balls that a Brandon-inspired climax gave him.


  Kiss me, he thought. Tell me to get naked, bend me over the desk and fuck me. Make me get on my knees and lick you clean when you're done with my ass. Do dirty, filthy things to me with your hands and your mouth. Tie me to your chair with a paperclip chain and watch me squirm, make me come without being touched and spank me when I do...


  Brandon's hand slapped the desk, jerking Zach out of his fevered fantasies. "Are you even listening to me, boy?"


  "Yes, sir." Zach felt faint. He blamed loss of blood to the brain from the grunted out 'boy'. The desk -- just -- hid his raging erection, but his face had to be the color of his scarlet stapler and there was probably drool on his chin.


  "I've got three contractors coming in this afternoon, bidding on the Delahay job. I won't be back in time, so you can handle it. Listen to them, get down the details of their bids, and write up a report for me to look at in the morning with your recommendations. Cheapest isn't necessarily best. I've left their names on my desk. Look them up in the files and see how they did on other jobs for us."


  Lust fled as ambition fought panic. "Interview them? Me?" Zach heard the squeak in his voice and frowned. He tried again, hitting a lower note. "Are you sure I'm up to it?"


  Brandon's gaze flickered to the desk and back. "Pretty sure you're up for anything. I'll be making the final decision, but I'll be interested in your take on them. This is your chance to impress me, if that's anywhere on your to-do list. And if it isn't, it should be."


  Zach drew in a deep breath. "Yes, sir!"


  Brandon straightened so they weren't breathing in each other's used air. "Don't call me that unless you mean it."


  He left before Zach could work out an answer to that one.


  ****


  The first two men had come and gone, leaving Zach with one more contractor to interview. His nerves had steadied now and he was enjoying himself. After freaking out over sitting in Brandon's chair and giving men old enough to be his grandfather a hard time about estimates, he'd started to enjoy himself. This was interesting. He hadn't expected that. So far, he'd been underachieving because Brandon hadn't given him anything a kid in high school couldn't have handled. Zach had been to college and if he didn't live up to his potential, well, that was his business. Time to settle down when he'd gotten bored of having fun.


  Which wasn't going to be any time soon.


  The afternoon had become early evening and the yard was emptying out. Most of the crew was off-site, anyway. Zach's stomach was reminding him that the sandwich he'd grabbed for lunch as he'd studied the files was a distant memory now. And he hadn't gotten to jerk off, too absorbed in memorizing every detail he could about the three men he'd be seeing, so residual arousal was fretting at his nerves. Maybe after he'd eaten and changed out of the suit and tie he was wearing, he could go out and hit a club or a bar. Wednesday nights, everything would be dead, but if he was lucky, he'd find someone tall and broad shouldered who'd get off on ordering him around...


  A knock on the door brought him to his feet, a polite smile on his face as he welcomed Taylor Dutton. The smile went from polite to appreciative before Taylor had finished shaking his hand and telling Zach to call him by his first name.


  Nice. Late twenties, his height, but way more muscles, blond hair and brown eyes and the kind of tan that came from working outside. Ripped jeans and a white shirt made Zach blink, though. The other two men had worn suits. Brandon always did, though Zach got the feeling he wasn't comfortable in them. True, the jeans looked sinfully good clinging to Taylor's long legs, but Zach told himself sternly to put a check mark in the negative column.


  Taylor turned to close the door and Zach got a good look at his ass; firm, high, tight, with a frayed patch in the denim that exposed a glimpse of thigh. Fuck it. The jeans were a plus. They showed Taylor was a working man and there was nothing wrong with that.


  "I was expecting to see Jack," Taylor remarked, taking a seat. He swung one booted foot up to rest on his knee, exposing his groin. For the second time that day, Zach was grateful to have a desk to hide behind. He could see the outline of Taylor's prick and the bulge of his balls through the washed-thin jeans, and it was mouth-watering.


  Zach knew exactly what side of the street Taylor walked and from the gleam in those brown eyes, and the warm, lingering looks Taylor was sending his way. Taylor had picked up on his interest and returned it.


  Taylor definitely presented a challenge. Zach licked his lips nervously and tried to get the meeting started with him firmly in control. "Mr. Brandon was called away. He authorized me to take the details of your bid and report back to him."


  "Well, he must think pretty highly of you then, Zach, because in all the years I've known him, Jack's never let anyone dictate to him."


  "No shit." Zach cringed. Way to be professional, asshole. "Umm, what I mean is, that's true, and the final decision's his. I'm just gathering data."


  "No, you meant, 'no shit'," Taylor said with a grin. "It's okay. You can loosen that pretty tie and relax around me, honey. I don't bite." The grin widened. "Oh, who am I kidding? I do, but I won't snap your head off." He stood and stretched. "Stiff as a board. I spent yesterday on a plane and those seats are designed to leave a man bent in half. Mind if we move this to the couch?"


  Zach gave the couch a dubious look. Low, wide, upholstered in dark red leather, it didn't really match the rest of the office furniture. Brandon used it to sleep on when things got too busy for him to go home. Once he was on it, though, there'd be no way of hiding the fact that Taylor's drawl and sweet, sassy grin had set the smoldering sparks of his arousal burning brightly again.


  Taylor didn't wait for his agreement, but flopped down on the couch with a wriggle of his ass and a low groan. "Oh, yeah. Most comfortable couch ever." He patted it. "Come on over."


  Zach picked up the file and a pen and used the first to shield his erection and the second to give his hand something to hold before he grabbed hold of Taylor instead.


  Once Zach was beside him, Taylor lost the grin and answered Zach's questions, balancing detail with brevity in a way Zach appreciated. The other two guys had droned on forever.


  "I need this job, I won't lie," Taylor said after a while. "My crew's good, but we're new compared to the men you say you saw before me."


  "You've been in business for five years," Zach said from memory.


  Taylor wrinkled his nose, making him look even cuter than when he was grinning. "In this town, that counts for nothing. Plus, I'm not from here originally."


  "I can tell," Zach said. Taylor had a Southern accent, faint at times, but unmistakable.


  Taylor nodded. "So can everyone else I talk to. Shit, it's like they don't think I know which end of a hammer you hit the nail with."


  "It's the stick part, right?"


  Taylor snickered. "You're going to have to be more subtle than that, honey."


  "Don't call me that."


  "Don't mean anything by it." Taylor patted Zach's knee. "You done asking me questions?"


  "I -- yeah, I guess so." He had a page of notes for his report, but he wasn't going to need them.


  "So, if I'm not being indiscreet, who gets the job?"


  "That's up to Mr. Brandon."


  "Mm-hmm. Well, who gets the Zach seal of approval?"


  Zach hesitated, but he couldn't see what harm it would do to tell him. "You do."


  Taylor's mouth set in a firm, serious line, making him look older. "Mind telling me why?"


  Zach shrugged. "The first company who bid was too big. This job is nothing to them and they weren't prepared to use a seasoned team. We'd have gotten kids too green to know when you can take shortcuts and when you can't. The second was a father and son outfit. Reliable and their bid was competitive, but one of them gets sick, or they run into problems, and they'll miss the deadline. I liked that they were ambitious, but they weren't prepared to go all the way and hire on more workers to make sure they could do the job."


  "Too big, too small, and I'm just right?" Taylor smiled and tugged at his hair. "But I'm Goldilocks, not you."


  "Six months ago, my hair was blonder than yours, but yeah, I think your company would be the best choice and I'll tell Mr. Brandon that tomorrow. Don't get your hopes up, though. He might not listen to me."


  "Yeah, he will."


  Taylor sounded so confident that Zach felt curious. "How do you know?"


  "Because I'm perfect for it and he knows it. He'd have given me the job without bothering with anyone else if it wasn't for the fact I've been out of state for the past month or so and he didn't know when I'd get back." Zach didn't want to pry, but Taylor told him anyway. "My mom fell and broke her leg. I went back home to look after her."


  "Oh God, I'm so sorry. Is she okay?"


  "Let's just say it wasn't the most fun visit home I've had. Momma's the active type and being on crutches isn't her idea of a good time. She missed a yoga retreat and a half-marathon to raise money for cancer research. Never mind. I'm back now and it's nice to know I've got something I can get busy with."


  From the warmth in his eyes, he wasn't talking about the contract. Fuck, why couldn't they have met up in a bar with nothing to get in the way of a quick, satisfying hook-up to take Zach's mind off his boss? Why did Taylor have to be not only a contractor but someone who clearly knew Brandon well, and so doubly off-limits?


  "You're biting your lip like you're hungry. Got something to fill you up better than that right here, if you want it, sugar." In Taylor's soft drawl, it didn't sound cheesy, but friendly, an invitation with no pressure behind it.


  Zach didn't pretend not to know what Taylor meant. "I can't. You -- if Mr. Brandon found out--"


  "Do you call him that all the time? I bet he hates it."


  "Of course I do! He's my boss. That or..."


  "Or?" Taylor prompted when Zach's words dried up.


  "Or 'sir'," Zach said, his face burning. Shit, it wasn't as if he was confessing to calling Jack 'Dark Master of Pain' or something. Just because it got him hard saying it didn't mean the rest of the world would think anything of it.


  Except Taylor's eyes narrowed, a knowing smile tilting the corners of his lips up. "Oh, you really are just the cutest thing he's had in here, aren't you?"


  "No," Zach said, regaining some self-respect. "Not cute. And not available. Sorry."


  "Is that because I don't ring your bell the way Jack does, or because you're scared I'll tell tales and get you fired?"


  Flustered, Zach stammered, "I don't -- he's straight, so why would I -- He's my boss. And this is his office and his couch and--"


  "And you're so hard right now, just thinking about what you'd like him to do to you in this office, on this couch, that you're about to cream those smart new trousers you're wearing to impress him."


  Zach closed his eyes to shut out temptation. "Why are you doing this to me?"


  Kissing him when his eyes were closed was just fucking cheating, but he got hit by the way Taylor's mouth tasted, as hot and addictive as coffee, and any objections or protests were forgotten by the time Taylor slid his tongue home.


  "You, oh you're so fucking hot. Yeah. Take the jacket off. Let me see you..."


  Spurred on by the hoarse, muttered words spilling out of Taylor's mouth, Zach took off his jacket and kicked away his shoes. His shirt was unbuttoned by hands that were shaking with impatience and left to hang open, the dark length of his tie tugged free of his shirt but not removed, so that it lay against his throat like a loose collar.


  It didn't take long to do the same to Taylor. There was something arousing about keeping their shirts on, though mostly it was for practical reasons; it was their pants that were in the way, not their shirts and if they had to get dressed again in a hurry, shirts already on would help. Taylor didn't seem to be in a rush to get inside Zach's pants though, his busy hands slowing once he had some skin to touch.


  "On top of me, sugar, that's it. Mmm, yeah, you can hump against me all you want. Go for it, but don't come yet, huh? Not before I've gotten a taste of it."


  Zach took full advantage of that permission, grinding his cock against Taylor's leg, desperate for some friction. He didn't want to come this way, but God, had he been aching for a touch.


  "Thought I'd been in a dry spell, but you're just panting for it. How long has it been?"


  Zach stopped licking Taylor's right nipple long enough to answer. "Uh, two weeks on Friday?"


  That hadn't been anything to write home about, either, just a quick hand job on another couch, rattier than this one, with a friend he'd known since high school. No sparks, but they got each other off now and then if the mood struck. Part way through watching a completely forgettable movie, a few beers inside them, it'd, well, tapped them on the shoulder at least.


  Pete had come first with a grunt and a sigh and Zach had closed his eyes and pretended the hand working his dick was Jack's, shocked at how fast his climax ripped through him once the fantasy clicked into place.


  "Two weeks?" Taylor gave a hollow chuckle. "Try a month for me."


  The dates lined up with Taylor's trip home, which seemed to imply Taylor had something going on here in town. Zach started to ask if Taylor was seeing someone -- he didn't cheat and he didn't share -- but Taylor pushed his hand down the back of Zach's trousers and his nails scraped and dug in just hard enough to feel good.


  No, to feel great.


  Zach threw back his head, wanting more like his lungs wanted air. "Shit, yeah. Let me get out of them--"


  "No rush," Taylor murmured against Zach's neck. His teeth caught Zach's earlobe, tugging gently, then sucking on the small piece of flesh. It sent a fierce shudder through Zach, goose bumps breaking out down that side of his body, a sensation weird enough to distract him from the question he'd been about to ask.


  Outside, it was close to dark and the yard was quiet. Jack's office was on the second floor, not overlooked, and there was no way anyone could see in. Zach relaxed and stopped worrying. They wouldn't get caught, Taylor wouldn't tell Ja--anyone, and they'd already gone far enough that if Taylor was seeing someone, he was officially cheating, so why not finish what they'd started?


  Deep down, part of him was looking stern and saying stuff about karma and standards and guilt, but Zach was too lost to lust and frustration to listen. For all that he fooled around from time to time, he lived a pretty blameless life. No drugs, no smoking, and a hangover no more than once a month, if that...they'd be fitting him for a halo soon. He was too young to be an angel. Time to turn his wings ink-black and red. Time to be a bad boy...


  "Want to be a bad boy," he said and grinned at the startled look he got. "What? You don't like that idea? Don't want to do something wild with me?"


  "Not complaining, as such." Taylor frowned, something wary in his eyes. "Listen, honey, before we go too far with this--"


  The door swung open, a cool draft reaching Zach's bare skin. He jerked around, willing it to be just a case of Taylor not closing it properly.


  "I'd say you've gone plenty far enough already, both of you."


  Jack Brandon was back early.


  Karma really was quick off the mark.


  "I can explain--" Zach paused. Why did people always say the most obvious things in a crisis? Like, 'Are you okay?' or 'Where am I?'. Couldn't he come up with anything better than a lame line like that?


  Apparently not, and even if he could, he wasn't going to get a chance to say it. Taylor wriggled out from under him and got to his feet.


  "Jack. It's been too long."


  "It has if you mistook me for the kid just because he was in my office."


  Taylor gave Jack an exasperated look as Zach fumbled to fasten his shirt. He felt light-headed from shock and disgust at himself for being so fucking easy. He'd ruined everything. Shit.


  "You know damn well there's no forgetting you, Jack. Come here and give me a hug, for fuck's sake."


  "Should put you over my fucking knee and give you the spanking your momma forgot."


  The gap between them was closing now and Zach watched from his seat on the couch with dull despair as Taylor gave Jack a sweet, dirty grin, flirting with him shamelessly. "Well now, that's never a bad idea, but I'll take the hug first."


  "C'mere," Jack said and beckoned Taylor to him with a crooked finger.


  Taylor all but disappeared in the hug, his head level with Jack's broad shoulders as he hung on tightly. Jack's hands moved over Taylor's back, long, slow sweeps -- then one hand went to grab a handful of blond hair and the other landed with a loud slap on Taylor's ass.


  "You'll get the rest later," Jack told him and shook Taylor loose before turning his gaze on Zach. "Zachary."


  "Yessir."


  "I told you not to call me that."


  Zach was starting to get a glimmer why. No, make that a bone-deep certainty. His body couldn't get in sync with his brain. He was terrified, turned on, curious, depressed -- it was enough of a cocktail to make his guts churn. Throwing up was a real possibility. So was getting beaten up, he supposed, but for some reason he didn't really rate that high on the list of what might happen to him in the next few minutes.


  "I'm sorry. Sorry for all of it." He shoved his feet into his shoes, bending down the backs of them because he didn't want to waste time undoing and retying the laces. Then he got to his feet, his shirt hanging down, buttoned wrong but covering him, at least, and faced the man he'd been falling for over two long months.


  "You were going to explain." Jack's eyebrows rose inquiringly. "Well? Go on. Explain why I gave you a job to do and instead you end up half-naked in my office fooling around with my..."


  He paused and Taylor said helpfully, "Boyfriend? Partner? Slutty but sweet sub you're madly in love with? I wouldn't use the last one on formal occasions, but--"


  Jack's growl was impressive as he swung around to face Taylor. "Not another word out of you, or you'll be waiting a month to get that spanking, hell, make that anything from me. Can't you see he's about to pass out he's so shit-scared?"


  Anger quieted the butterflies in Zach's stomach."I'm not! Pissed off, maybe."


  Jack walked over, pausing just about close enough for Zach to touch him if he'd wanted to. "Why? Seems like I'm the one in the room who's got most right to be angry. Did you know he was with someone?"


  "No, or I wouldn't have done anything."


  "Did you ask then? Did he lie to you?" Jack persisted, his voice gentle enough, but remorseless. Over by the door, Taylor stiffened, but stayed quiet.


  Zach sighed, his head drooping. "No, sir. I meant to ask. I was going to. I just -- he started kissing me and I..."


  "Forgot your name, you were so turned on?" Jack rubbed his hand across the back of his neck. "I can't deny it's happened to me once or twice."


  Taylor gave a smothered snort of laughter and Jack's hand shot out, his finger pointing directly at Taylor, though his gaze never left Zach's face. "Not one word."


  "I really am sorry." Zach didn't know why he kept saying that, but it mattered that Jack believed him.


  "It's not your fault. Taylor likes to play games unless I keep him on a tight leash, and after a month apart..." Jack shrugged. "Well, looks like he's going to need taming all over again."


  "That's fine," Zach said, the curl of lust Jack's casual words conjured up making him bold. Jesus, he'd give a month's salary to be there watching Taylor get what was coming to him. Leashes, training, taming -- oh God, his cock was about ready to blow just from thinking about it. "Adds some spice to whatever kinky games you two get up to, I guess -- but what about me?" He jerked his chin at Taylor. "Were you even a little bit interested in me as anything but a way to get your ass blistered by him?"


  Taylor mimed zipping his lips and shrugged apologetically.


  "Of course he was interested in you," Jack said irritably. "He's a stupid fucking shit-for-brains, but he's not that stupid. You're hotter than hell and he's not likely to miss it. You're not what he needs, but I'm guessing he wanted you plenty before I walked in."


  "Why are you even here?" Jack's eyebrows rose again, his silence pointed enough that Zach flushed and amended his words. "I mean, you weren't supposed to be coming back..."


  "I planned to be back after you'd gone. Knew Tay's interview was last, so I texted him and told him to wait outside for me. When I saw his truck empty and the light on up here, I guessed where he was." Jack's voice was bone-dry. "Should have known he'd have something special planned after a month with nothing but his hand when I let him use it."


  "He did try to stop things from going too far," Zach said slowly, processing all the implications of 'let him use it.'


  "Yeah? I'll try to remember that, but I don't think it'll make much difference. He's in trouble. Big trouble." Jack reached out his hand and cupped Zach's face, the first time they'd touched since the handshake that'd ended Zach's job interview. The warm, calloused palm cradled his jaw, solid enough to lean into, but Zach made himself hold still. Jack might be gay after all and kinky as fuck into the bargain, but he was well and truly taken, so really, where did that leave Zach? Right where he'd been that morning. Achingly hard, terminally frustrated, and left out in the cold. Except this morning he'd had a job. "Mostly because he got you involved."


  "Like he wouldn't have ended up that way soon anyway," Taylor said, breaking his silence. "Jesus, so I jumped the gun. So what? You were never going to make a move on him unless I pushed you and I'm sick of hearing you talk about him. You want him? Ask him!"


  "Tay, I fucking told you what would happen if you--"


  "Forget it," Zach said, incredulity and hurt welling up like blood from a cut as he saw the way Jack had flinched at Taylor's words. What the fuck? "If you'd wanted to make it a real threat, you'd have said a day or two. No way is he going to think you'll cut him off for a month when it means you'll be suffering too."


  "Smart boy," Jack said, his voice even. "Listen, about what he said--"


  "No, you listen!" His voice cracked, but he steadied it. "This was all planned, wasn't it? Leaving me alone with him, the come-on, the -- all of it."


  "No. Well, I planned to leave you alone as a test, but the emergency today was real and the test was work-related, nothing to do with -- I wanted to see how you'd handle yourself."


  "He did good," Taylor put in. "Asked all the right questions, figured out why I'd be best for the job and why the other two wouldn't."


  "I can gag him if you want me to," Jack said with a sigh.


  That didn't turn Zach on. Too tired of being fucked with. "Let him talk. I'm done playing with both of you."


  "We haven't even started," Taylor said under his breath.


  Zach ignored him. Jack was the only one that mattered to him right then."I figured you were going to fire me for touching him, but I guess not if it was all a fucking set-up. Good. It means I can tell you where you can shove your job and that's so deep up his ass, you'll have to fist him to get it out again."


  Taylor whistled long and low. "Feisty. You raved about him reorganizing the filing and saving you a fortune by bringing in a coffee maker that actually produced coffee not sludge, but I should've known he had more going for him than a brain and a sweet, tight little ass you wanted to spank."


  "Shut the fuck up," Jack said wearily. "You're just making it worse, Tay. Didn't think it was possible, but you are."


  "I'm out of here." Zach took one step and found himself up against Jack's chest. "Get the fuck out of my way!"


  "You can go when we've got this sorted out." Jack's voice was calm. "Sit down. Please?"


  The 'please' tipped the balance. Zach hesitated, then took a seat on the couch again, his legs shaky. God, everything had happened so fast...


  Jack crouched down beside him, nothing subservient in his position, but nothing threatening either. "What Tay said is true as far as it goes. I'm...attracted to you. But I would never have done anything about it and I tried not to let you see it. I didn't want to make you feel uncomfortable."


  "I thought you were straight." Hard not to make that sound like an accusation.


  "Well, I'm not. It isn't something I make a habit of telling people the way you do, but if anyone ever asked me, I'd tell them, I guess."


  "And I never thought for one single, solitary fucking minute that you were into me."


  "Make that the last time you swear when you're talking to me, boy," Jack said, the reproof bringing a chuckle from Taylor.


  "And I didn't have a fucking clue that you were into those kind of games either." The disobedience was deliberate. Jack hadn't earned the right to correct him. During office hours, yes, but they'd gone beyond that -- or not far enough.


  Jack's eyes narrowed. "No? You sure about that?"


  Zach swallowed hard. It was impossible to look away from Jack's green eyes and he didn't really want to. They held him as surely as cuffs would've pinned his hands in place. "Sometimes I got a feeling that you guessed I was," he admitted, the confession dragged out of him. God, coming out to his parents had been easier than this. "It wasn't like I could ask you, though, was it?" He drew in a deep, shaky breath. "I've been obsessing over you from day one. Two months of being the only one in town who looked forward to Mondays because I'd see you again. Two months of you ignoring me, walking by without even looking at me. I busted my ass trying to impress you and I'd just about given up."


  "I noticed you." Jack reached out and brushed his fingertips over Zach's cheek. "Tried not to let it show. Guess I was too good at that, but I was punishing myself for being too weak to turn you away after the interview."


  "He came over to me as soon as you'd left," Taylor said, drifting over to lean against the desk. "Took me out into the woods and fucked me raw over the hood of my truck. You got him hot and I was the one who got burned." He grinned. "Couldn't sit or shit for three days without sending you a thank you in my head."


  "He told you about me?"


  Jack looked affronted. "Of course I did! He's my -- he's mine. You think I'd keep something like that from him?"


  "I didn't mind," Taylor said to no one in particular. "Not like we haven't discussed broadening our horizons if the right man came along."


  "But I wasn't going to put you in the position of being scared that saying no would cost you your job," Jack said. "Because it wouldn't have. Would've made things awkward though, so I figured I'd just keep my mouth shut."


  "Then I left for a month and did he ever go into the red zone with no one to take the edge off."


  "I managed," Jack said, his voice tight. "Same as you did."


  "Jerking off and phone sex doesn't even come close to what you need."


  It was starting to feel as if he was eavesdropping on a private conversation. Zach cleared his throat meaningfully. "Okay. Well, still not okay, but I get it." He stared at Taylor. "You've got some fucking nerve."


  "It's why Jack loves me."


  "It's why I'm gonna wear out a paddle on your ass when I take you back to my place," Jack said.


  That underlying growl, fond and threatening all at once, started up the rinse and repeat of Zach's arousal again. Teased, kissed, given a glimpse into a world he'd gotten off on fantasizing about for years...it was all too fucking much. His hand went to his cock and he rubbed against the solid length of it with the heel of his hand, not caring if they saw him, desperate for something to soothe the ache.


  "Hey, now."


  "Touching yourself without permission? Oh, you're in trouble now." From his grin, Taylor was envious rather than sympathetic.


  "He doesn't need permission," Jack said before Zach could point that out. "He's not mine."


  Hearing it stung, the flicker of hurt he felt enough to allow him to make up his mind. Crunch time. "Suppose I was?"


  Jack got to his feet. "Then you'd know it was against one of my rules and you wouldn't do it. You're not stupid."


  "Suppose...suppose I did it anyway? Just to get -- to get punished?" He was stammering now, embarrassment and shame making him hesitate, desire and a sense of reckless freedom spurring him on.


  Taylor smacked his hand on the desk, a wide smile splitting his face. "You're such a fucking slut. I knew I liked you. We've got so much in common."


  "That'd buy you the kind of punishments that aren't much fun." Jack's gaze went to Taylor. "He's laughing now, but when he's on the receiving end of one of them, I don't think he's ever found it all that amusing."


  "I'd probably still like it just because you were doing it," Zach said. His face felt hot enough to fry eggs on, and his dick was throbbing with every heartbeat. The room and the voices were both distant and impossibly distinct, a surreal dream.


  "That's got a twisted kind of logic to it," Jack said, a flicker of amusement in his eyes. "You'd still be better off just asking to go across my knee and get your itch scratched."


  "Make that begging and he'd do it to you anytime, anywhere," Taylor put in. "Nothing gets Jack's dick hard like a pretty little sub begging for a red and rosy ass."


  "You're pushing me, Taylor."


  Taylor shrugged. "Too much talking. His dick's about ready to break his zipper and I can see from here you're headed that way, too. Do something, Jack. You like controlling everything and everyone; get a grip on this, for the love of God."


  Zach dared to let his gaze dip below Jack's belt. Oh God. Jack's erection was pushing at the dark wool trousers he wore, the outline clear. Huge. Long. Thick. He pictured it shaping his mouth or crammed in his hole and had to bite his lip to keep a whimper from spilling out.


  "Is that what you want?" Jack asked him.


  Zach held out his hands, palms up, a helpless gesture. "Do I want to get off? Yeah. Do I mind it being with both of you? I'm so fucking horny, I can't think straight, so no. Beyond that...I don't know what's being offered."


  "You ever done this before?" Taylor asked, serious for once.


  "Got laid? Yeah, of course. As often as I can even when all I could think about was Jack." Zach shrugged, refusing to apologize for that. "I'm twenty-two; what do you expect? I'm not going to lock my dick away just because I'd fallen for a guy I thought I'd never have."


  "You won't, he might," Taylor said. "He really gets off on making me wait. Just putting that out there, so you know."


  "You talk too much," Jack said. He nodded at Zach. "Go on. You're doing fine."


  The praise settled Zach down. He'd realized a while back that he was addicted to the flash of heat an approving word from Jack produced. "Two guys at once, no. The kinky stuff...I wish. The three men I dated in college never seemed interested and I wouldn't go there with a one-night stand. But it turns me on like nothing else. Just never thought I'd get the chance to see how I liked it for real."


  "Good to know you had that much sense. There're some weird fuckers out there and no, we're not two of them. We've never invited someone else in before, and we keep what we do to ourselves. What's on offer? Tonight seems like it's something we're all in favor of. Let's just take it from there." Jack tilted Zach's chin up. "Two things. This stays between us."


  "I promise. Not a word to anyone. Hey, I'd have plenty to lose as well."


  Jack's gaze was searching, but Zach meant it and that must've shown on his face. "Good. Second; at work, nothing changes. If this is just a one-off or if it becomes a regular thing, it makes no difference. I'm your boss, you're my assistant, and I expect you to remember that. Cross the line and I'll fire you."


  "Unless you go on your knees and suck him into a forgiving mood," Taylor put in. "And if that happens, I want to watch."


  Jack's breath hissed out, his face twisted with exasperation. "I'm starting to really lose my patience and my temper here, Taylor. You know what happens if I do. You really want to risk that just for the fun of running that smart mouth of yours?"


  "What?" Zach blurted out. "What do you do to him when you're really mad?" Visions of whips and chains swirled darkly in his head to a background of screams. Too much.


  Taylor sighed. "Nothing. Ever. That's another Jack rule. He gets angry for real, he walks away. You want to know what a real punishment is? Seeing him drive off when your dick's about to shoot and knowing he won't turn around and take care of you the way you're craving because you're a stupid fucking asshole sometimes."


  The yearning in Taylor's voice and the soft appeal in his eyes made Zach feel a stab of pity for him. "This should be your night, the two of you," he said impulsively. "You've been apart all this time. I'm just in the way. How about I go and we can do this another time if you still want to?"


  "You're a sweet kid," Taylor told him."Noble and unselfish. And an idiot."


  "But we appreciate the offer," Jack added.


  "Twenty-three next month. I'm not a goddamn kid."


  "True. So, do you want this? A taste of what we do and you've been thinking about?"


  "You won't hurt -- I mean, how far do you go?"


  Jack shrugged. "Not as far as you probably think and if we're doing it here, not far at all. Any time you're uncomfortable, just say and it stops. Well, it stops for you. Not sure we'd call it quits. You'd have to leave."


  "I don't get a, uh, a safeword?"


  "You don't need one. You just tell us you've reached your limit, get dressed, and go. There won't be anything stopping you."


  "Oh."


  "He wants a safeword, dumb ass," Taylor said, rolling his eyes. "Let him have one."


  "Call me that again, and you'll be using yours."


  Zach frowned. "Do you ever follow through on any of what you say? Because seems to me, he walks all over you."


  As soon as he'd said it, he wished he hadn't. Fuck, way to put Jack down and get his ass tossed out in one slip of the tongue. Then he realized they were both grinning.


  "It might seem that way," Taylor told him, "but trust me, once things start, I'm a changed man and so is he. I'm on a real long leash, but it's still tight around my neck. That's the way we both like it. Why do you think he got so worked up over you at the interview? I'll give you a hint. You sassed him and stood up to him even when you were probably dying to go down on your knees. He likes that. Not when things get serious; you'd better show him some respect then, but outside of the scenes, he gets a kick out of me mouthing off."


  "Because I've got all sorts of interesting ways of shutting you up," Jack said pleasantly. He ran his fingers through his hair, then took off his jacket and rolled up his shirt sleeves. "Okay. Taylor, lock the outside office door and this one. Leave the keys in the doors." He glanced at Zach as he walked over to drape his jacket across the back of his chair. "Okay?"


  Zach nodded. He'd feel better with the doors locked too, and really, if they wanted to stop him from leaving, they could, even with the doors wide open.


  "Zach, you close the blinds."


  Having something to do, even if it took him less than thirty seconds to accomplish, made Zach feel part of what was going on. He wondered if that was why Jack had given him the task and decided it probably was.


  Jack turned on the desk light and then flipped the main light switch off, giving the room some shadows and a more intimate feel. Without being told, Taylor went to Jack's desk and opened the bottom drawer with a key on his key ring. A bottle of lube, a handful of condoms, a box of tissues, and a packet of wet wipes were set neatly on the desk, within reach of the couch. He wasn't smiling now, though he looked happier in a way, and his movements had lost their restlessness and become purposeful, slow.


  "First things first," Jack said and took a seat on the couch. "We take care of what's owing."


  Zach wasn't sure what that meant, but Taylor began to undress, his gaze lowered, his teeth scraping across his lower lip, worrying at the flesh as if he knew what was coming wasn't going to be all fun.


  Hesitantly, Zach started to undo the buttons on his shirt, but Jack stopped him with a gesture. "No. When I want you naked, I'll tell you. For this, you just get to watch. Or leave if you get freaked." Zach moved toward the visitor's chair, armless but upholstered.


  "Not there."


  Zach gave Jack an inquiring look, already losing himself in the thrill of it all. He was being given orders. Told what to do with no wiggle room. He wanted it that way. He was scared that Jack would screw up, say or do something to shatter the mood, but Jack didn't disappoint him.


  "Take off your shoes and put them by my desk, then get on your knees over there."


  Zach followed the pointing finger and saw that he'd have an excellent view of Taylor's face, assuming Jack used his right hand for spanking as well as writing.


  He took care to line his shoes up neatly, so much time that when he'd done that, Taylor was skinning out of a pair of tight briefs that lived up to their name. Naked, Taylor was enough to get Zach's mouth watering under any circumstances. He was like a pocket-sized version of Jack, shorter, but just as built, with a cock that brought to mind words like 'rampant' and 'thrusting'. It drew the eye.


  "When I tell you to do something, Zach, you don't sightsee on the way."


  The reprimand had him hurrying over to the designated place on the carpet, but he didn't drop to his knees.


  "Sir?"


  Taylor had been about to get over Jack's knee, but he straightened, standing by Jack's side. The silence from both of them was unnerving, but Zach said what he had to say anyway.


  "I'm not trying to tell you what to do, but can I -- it's the first time I've ever done this--"


  "Too much?" Jack didn't sound impatient or resigned, just calm.


  "No. Not enough. If I'm going to be kneeling for you, I don't want to be dressed when I do it." Zach plucked at his shirt, feeling smothered by it. "Can't I do it naked? Please?"


  Jack studied him for a moment, his face impassive, then he reached out and gathered Taylor to him, his arm around Taylor's hips. "You make a habit of trying to run things your way?"


  He hung his head. "Um, no, sir. I'm sorry."


  "Good to know. Fine. Take off your clothes. But that's the last time you do that, you hear me?"


  "Thank you, sir."


  "I said, 'do you hear me?'."


  Zach paused, two buttons already undone. God, Jack was so...thorough. He should've expected that from what he knew of him at work, but it still surprised him. "Yes, sir. I hear you. The last time, I swear."


  They both watched him undress, Jack sitting, knees spread, casually fondling Taylor's ass in much the same way as he'd have stroked a pet.


  Kneeling was the most profoundly erotic action of his life. It felt like sinking through warm, dark water, not air. It felt right.


  His cock was rigid, but his arousal had changed from the purely physical to something with far more emotional depth. This meant something, though he was too dazed from everything the last thirty minutes had thrown at him to nail down the details.


  Later. Right now he was kneeling for Jack.


  "Hands behind your back, crossed at the wrists. If your shoulders cramp and you can't hold them there, don't interrupt me, just put your hands palm down on your thighs until your muscles relax, then go back to the first position."


  "Yes, sir."


  Jack smiled. "You like calling me that, don't you?"


  "Yes, I do. Sir."


  "I like hearing it," Jack told him and unceremoniously hauled Taylor across his lap. "But no talking from now unless you're asked a direct question. I don't want to be distracted."


  There hadn't been a question in there, so Zach stayed quiet, relishing the position he was in. Taylor settled into place with a few easy shifts of his body, his hands on the floor, his legs spread as much as his situation allowed.


  Jack passed his hand over Taylor's ass, rough, seemingly aimless caresses, sometimes pushing at the tautly muscled cheeks, sometimes cupping or squeezing them. Taylor's breathing was harsh and loud, but it gradually became regular, his head drooping.


  "You've misbehaved," Jack said conversationally. "Put Zach through hell and spoiled any plans I might've had. This is only the first installment of what's coming to you, but it's still going to leave you sad and sorry."


  A shuddering sigh escaped Taylor, but he didn't speak.


  "Going to make your ass match the couch, Tay."


  Jack's hand rose and fell, landing with a crisp smack that jolted Zach enough that he had to put one hand down to save himself from toppling to the side. Fuck. Jack had really gone there. Had spanked Taylor's ass and left it flushed pink.


  Fuck.


  Shock and a fierce, unreasoning envy -- not jealousy -- arrowed through him. This was really happening. Oh God, it really was.


  The first dozen slaps were gentle in comparison to what came next, though at the time, they looked and sounded painful. Once Jack deemed Taylor's ass warmed-up, he really went to town on it, peppering the curved, offered flesh with sharp, hard slaps. It didn't take long for Taylor's breath to lose any rhythm, hissing out between gritted teeth, panted out of an open mouth.


  "Shit, Jack, go easy. It's been a while."


  "Too long."


  Zach couldn't decide which drew his eye more; the reddening ass or Taylor's face. Both were captivating him as much as they were leaving him shaking with nerves and desire.


  That could be him, draped across Jack's lap like a blanket, kicking and squirming, held in place by Jack's free hand, forced to endure whatever Jack wanted to deal out.


  And when it came to Taylor, Jack might not be angry with him as such, but he sure as hell wasn't pleased either. His lips were set in a grim line that didn't soften even when Taylor started to cry, tears trickling down his face to soak Jack's trouser leg or drip onto the carpet. They weren't sniffly, sorry for himself tears. Zach could see how much Taylor hated shedding them, but he'd reached a point where his body needed a way to release the pain and his moans and curses weren't doing the job.


  Zach found himself wondering if Taylor would react like this if the spanking was, well, a fun one. He had a question stored up for every slap Taylor got, seemed like, and no way of knowing if he'd get the chance to ask them.


  Mostly, though, he just watched, flinching in sympathy now and then when Jack belabored the same spot over and over, moaning softly when his dick hardened in response to the sounds filling the room. The slaps rang out, bright stars against a muted background of heavy, ragged breathing and Taylor's frantic, gasped out pleas.


  It had to end soon. Had to. Even from where he knelt, Zach could see the delicate mottling of blue and purple bruises rising through the cloud of red. Taylor was close to his limit now, his words lost, his body no longer writhing, but supine across the ledge of Jack's thighs.


  Abruptly, it stopped. The noise, the movement of Jack's hand, the spanking stopped.


  Taylor's dazed, whimpered sobs continued, but under the soothing stroke of Jack's hand along Taylor's back, they subsided until he eventually had himself under control. His face was scarlet, wet with tears and snot. It wasn't clean and tidy like the porn Zach had watched online, but it was real and it had left him hollow, scooped out, waiting to be filled. He knelt, ignoring the pain in his shoulders -- no, welcoming it -- and waited for what came next.


  Jack pulled a white handkerchief out of his pocket and mopped up Taylor's face without comment, holding it so that Taylor could blow his nose.


  "Okay," Jack said, dropping the handkerchief on the floor. "Okay, Tay. We're done. You did good."


  Taylor sighed, but made no attempt to move. Zach wasn't sure Taylor was capable of it right then. His hands were clutching Jack's trousers, his eyes closed.


  "Zach."


  Startled out of his reverie, Zach jerked his head up.


  "Come here."


  The gap between Zach and the couch was about five feet. He started to knee-walk, aware of how awkward he had to look, and was relieved when Jack clicked his tongue reprovingly and said, "Crawl. Keep your eyes on me."


  It was humiliating to crawl, but at least he could make it look good. He paused, still on hands and knees, when going farther would mean crawling up into Jack's very occupied lap and waited.


  "Sit back. Look at his ass and tell me what you think."


  Taylor stirred, a protesting murmur emerging from his lips.


  "I think you did a number on him," Zach said bluntly. Up close, Taylor's ass was a blotchy mess, though the skin wasn't broken. It looked rough, though, as if it'd been sanded using too coarse a grade. He could feel the heat radiating off it.


  "Yeah. I did. He deserved it. As far as I'm concerned this part of his punishment's over and the rest you won't get to see, but he hurt you too, so the way I see it, if you think he's got more coming to him on your account, you tell me and I'll see that he gets whatever you think is fair."


  Taylor started to struggle. "The fuck? No!"


  Jack grabbed a handful of Taylor's hair, something that seemed to be a signal between them, because Taylor stopped fighting immediately. "Yeah, I know you hate the idea, but I want things equal between you two." He glanced over at Zach. "Well?"


  Zach was torn. On the one hand, Taylor had clearly suffered plenty, but the part of him that resented the way he'd been used really wanted a couple of spanks that were dedicated to him, so to speak. On a hypothetical third hand, getting Taylor pissed at him wasn't going to make for fun times in the future, if this all worked out.


  And God, he wanted it to.


  "Can I ask him what he wants me to do?"


  "Nope."


  Zach bit his lip. "Three," he said finally, directing his words at Taylor. "One for every time you called me 'honey' or 'sugar', less a couple for not letting me take my pants off because you knew Jack was coming."


  "Three?" Jack nodded. "Okay."


  "Not fucking okay," Taylor put in, "but fine, sugar. Go ahead."


  "For that, you can make it four," Jack said, but he grinned when he said it and Zach shook his head.


  "Just three and don't -- not too hard? Please?"


  Jack wasn't the only one who could growl; Taylor's was impressive too. "I can take anything you dish out, sweetcheeks. Don't hold back."


  "Huh?"


  Jack leaned back, though his hand moved to grip Taylor's shoulder. "You wanted it. You dish it out. Three with your hand. Do it. Get it over with."


  His gut felt squirmy. Maybe if it'd been at the start of the spanking, when Taylor's ass was pink, but the thought of slapping that bruised, hot skin made him feel like the worst kind of bully. Shit, why hadn't he just said it was okay and he wasn't holding any grudges? "I can't -- I --"


  Jack shrugged. "Get dressed then. Go."


  "That's not fair!"


  "You think you can pick and choose what orders you obey? You think you can get someone else to dish out your punishments? No. Take responsibility for your choices."


  "I don't want to hurt him," Zach admitted in a whisper. "I didn't think -- I'm sorry."


  Taylor turned to look at him, his eyes kinder than Zach felt he deserved. "S'okay. I can take another three and I doubt your hand's as hard as his. Do it, we'll be all square, and we can move on. Come on, honey. I took my medicine, now you take yours."


  It'd never occurred to him that he was in trouble too, just a little bit.


  Biting his lip, Zach knelt up. He'd be using his left hand, not his right, which felt awkward, but it would also lessen the force. He raised his hand, wincing, and brought it down on Taylor's ass in a feeble swat that wouldn't have popped a soap bubble.


  Jack sighed and Taylor gave Zach a disgusted look over his shoulder. "That didn't count. Come on, will you? I want to get up."


  "You'll get off my knee when I say you can," Jack corrected him, but he jerked his chin at Zach, his message clear.


  Zach drew in a deep breath. Okay. Impulsively, he reached out and slid his right hand into Taylor's, pleased when the hot, sweat-damp fingers closed around his with a reassuring squeeze.


  The first slap was still on the mild side compared to Jack's forthright, no nonsense ones, but Taylor gasped and jerked, his fingers tightening.


  God, it was like holding his hand over a candle flame. The second slap was harder to give, knowing that Taylor would give that convulsive jerk, that pained exhale, but Zach made it and the one that followed count.


  It didn't feel like bullying when he did it. More like showing respect.


  "Good boy," Jack said. "Both of you."


  There was a moment when no one said anything or moved, a brief space of utter stillness, then Jack patted Taylor's shoulder. "I'll put some arnica on your ass later and take the bruising down. You're coming back to my place tonight."


  "Yes, Jack." Taylor sounded drowsy. His hand slipped out of Zach's as Jack eased him off his lap and onto the couch, where he lay on his side. His cock was half-hard, his skin flushed and damp, and there was a contented, if chastened look about him.


  "Get him a bottle of juice from the fridge," Jack said. "Don't get off your knees."


  That told him that whatever this was, it wasn't over. Not yet.


  The mini-fridge in the corner of the office was stocked with small bottles of orange juice, water, and a few cans of soda. Zach got out the juice, then found himself faced with the difficulty of crawling with something in his hand. It wasn't impossible and he wasn't prepared to carry the bottle in his mouth -- too heavy -- but it did make his return journey slower.


  Jack took the bottle from him, opened it, and held it to Taylor's mouth, steadying it as Taylor drank. Taylor didn't use his hands, Zach noticed, just took the juice at the speed Jack dictated, sipping at it until half of it was gone.


  Jack recapped the bottle and set it on the floor.


  Zach got back on his knees and put his hands behind him. His knees and shoulders were aching, but not in a bad way, more a constant reminder of what he was doing. "So what happens now?"


  Jack raised his eyebrows. "You remember that you're not supposed to talk?"


  "Don't say 'sorry' again," Taylor added, his eyes brighter now, his natural sparkle returning. Zach got the feeling that Taylor didn't stay subdued for long. "That just irritates him."


  Zach ducked his head, abashed. Shit. He wanted to do this right, to be so goddamn good that they'd want to do this with him again. He didn't feel as if he was making much of an impression on them so far.


  Jack ran his hand, the one he'd used to spank Taylor, across Taylor's cock. It firmed up, filling and rising rapidly. Zach's erection had never gone away. Release was starting to feel like a distant dream, unrelenting arousal a fact of life. "To answer your question, this is what happens next."


  "God, your hand's so hot," Taylor said.


  "Yeah, I'm feeling that spanking too," Jack admitted, his hand working Taylor slowly. He glanced over at Zach. "Want to kiss and make up with him, boy? Put your mouth where my hand is?"


  Okay, that was a question, so he could answer. "I'll kiss him anywhere you tell me to, and God, yes, I'd love to blow him, but--"


  "Yes?" Jack prompted.


  "You haven't touched me. I need -- please --" God, why was this so hard to ask for without sounding pathetic? "Kiss me?" he blurted out, making sure it came over as a request, not a demand.


  "That's what you want? A kiss?"


  "It's part of it," Zach said.


  "So what's the rest?"


  "I want to get off." Zach gave his dick a rueful look. It was darkly flushed, the foreskin long since peeled back to expose the crown, slicked and shining with precome. It was so rigid, if he tapped it, he thought it'd twang like a tuning fork. "Feels like I've been hard for days."


  "Get used to it if you stick around," Taylor said. He was curled around Jack like a cat now, his head resting on Jack's knee. "He once kept me naked for a weekend, with my cock in a cage. Wouldn't let me come until Monday morning."


  "Which means you weren't naked," Jack pointed out with a reminiscent smile. "God, that was a fun weekend. Love you when you're desperate. You get so...inventive."


  "Pure hell," Taylor said. "When can we do it again?"


  Jack chuckled and gave Taylor's nipple a pinch, making Zach's nipple tingle as if he'd been the one touched. "Soon, maybe." He turned his attention to Zach. "Suppose I made you choose? A kiss or getting to come? Which one?"


  "Is it a trick question or a test?" Zach asked, caution stopping him from snapping out an answer.


  "Nope. Just curious what you want the most. There's no right or wrong choice."


  Zach grinned, elation filling him at the prospect of finding out what Jack's lips would feel like on his. "Suppose I come from being kissed?"


  "I wouldn't if I were you," Taylor said with an answering grin. "Seriously," he added. "Not a good idea."


  Zach shrugged. "I'll take the kiss then."


  "Why?" Jack leaned forward. "You think it's what I want to hear?"


  "I've given up trying to guess what you'll like after I color-coded your inbox folders and you freaked."


  "You used pink, neon-green, and puke-yellow folders, that's why."


  "It was still a better system than -- never mind." Zach shook his head. "I can jerk off any time. Uh, not at work, of course, because I'd never--"


  "Save it, boy," Jack said with a roll of his eyes. "I know you do it on my time, and believe me, if things work out between us three, you won't be doing it again without permission. Which you won't get, so there's no need to ask."


  Zach squirmed, despite Jack's warning still picturing walking in here and saying "Mr. Brandon, sir? Can I take five to beat off in the john because you just bawled me out for a typo and my dick's rock-hard?". Just thinking about being able to talk like that to Jack did the impossible and made his dick harder.


  "Like I said, I can jerk off any time, but if I don't kiss you now, and things don't work out, well, I never will. And I want to." He shot a look at Taylor, including him in the conversation. "If you don't mind."


  He was naked and he'd just watched Taylor get his ass walloped, but somehow asking for a kiss from Jack seemed like something Taylor had to be cool with.


  "I'd like to see it," Taylor said. "Lord knows you've got a sweet mouth on you, sugar." He shifted back, freeing Jack up to move.


  Jack smiled and got to his feet, hauling Zach up with one strong pull, his hand locked around Zach's wrist. Standing felt strange, as if he was yards taller, and his legs were all pins and needles. Jack held onto him until he was steady on his feet, then tilted Zach's chin up with his finger.


  Without a word, he bent his head and took Zach's mouth in a kiss, not a gentle one, but not as forceful as Zach had imagined. Jack didn't need force. At the first touch of Jack's lips, Zach yielded his mouth, submitting to a kiss that claimed him. He could smell Jack under the faint whiff of laundry detergent from Jack's white shirt, a heady male scent heightened by Jack's recent exertions. Jack smelled clean and sweaty. It was a killer combo as far as Zach's senses were concerned.


  He opened his mouth and let Jack taste him, accepting the kiss without trying to guide it. He wanted this to be about pleasing Jack. He got off on the idea so much that it left him whining and trying to keep Jack's mouth on his long after one kiss had turned to more.


  "Enough, boy." Jack sounded amused and the swat Zach's ass got was a playful one, even if it stung. "Taylor's about ready to come without either of us laying a hand on him, and that's just not right."


  "How you can say you didn't lay a hand on me..." Taylor shook his head.


  "You still want to blow him?" Jack asked. "Even if that's all you'll get tonight?"


  "I can't suck you, too?" Zach asked hopefully.


  Taylor gave an indignant huff and Jack smiled. "I think Taylor's called shotgun on that for later, but thanks for the offer. Well?"


  Zach answered by going to his knees in front of the couch.


  "Sit up, Taylor. Make it easier on him. Yeah, I know your butt's tender, but you can handle it."


  Taylor sat on the edge of the couch, moving cautiously. "Shit, forget tender, it's raw."


  "So let the boy take the edge off," Jack suggested. A condom in its wrapper landed on the floor by Zach's knees. "He's clean, we both are, but you shouldn't take our word for it, so use this."


  Zach didn't like the taste of latex, but he wasn't going to disagree with the need for one. He got the condom onto Taylor's dick, getting a good look at it, thick and stiff, smelling clean in an indefinable way, as if Taylor had showered recently, but long enough ago that the scent of soap or gel had worn off.


  Jack took a seat by Taylor, so they were both staring down at him. It'd been years since Zach had given his first blow job and he was confident enough in his abilities not to feel nervous on that account, but there was something about the way Jack was dressed and Taylor was naked that made his brain spin. It was so marked a line, with Taylor and him on one side and Jack on the other. He licked his lips, getting a hint of Jack's taste on them, and dipped his head.


  "Wait a sec," Jack said. "Let's make this more interesting."


  He undid the tie he was wearing and slid it free, holding it up for Zach to look at. "You're looking chilly. Want to wear something, boy?"


  "Oh God." Zach nodded, bobbing his head up and down quickly before Jack changed his mind. "Please." He swallowed and put his hands behind his back, ready to be bound. "Please, sir."


  "He really gets off on begging." Taylor's mouth went soft for a moment, then twisted in a grin. "He's turning me on, and I'm not even the one he's doing it to."


  No, Zach thought, just a little tired of the way Taylor was talking about him as if he wasn't there. You're the one who's gonna be begging me when I've got your dick in my mouth.


  Then the strip of heavy silk met his crossed wrists and he couldn't think about anything but how fast the cool material warmed up and how his world tipped and realigned after that first tug that let him know he couldn't break free.


  'Easy," Jack said softly, stroking his hair and then resting his hand on the back of Zach's neck. His thumb moved up and down, a small, intimate caress that left Zach shuddering with need. "I've got you, boy. Breathe, yeah, in and out, that's it."


  Zach slanted his eyes and met Jack's concerned gaze. He gave him a shaky smile. "I didn't think it would feel like this. Didn't think I'd get off on it when it was real. It's why I didn't look for it as hard as I could've. Too scared I'd lose the fantasy."


  Jack leaned in and kissed him, a brief, firm press of his lips. "Yeah. It's overwhelming, I guess."


  "A blow job would settle his nerves," Taylor said.


  Jack gave Taylor a mildly exasperated look, but Zach nodded. "It kind of would. It's familiar, at least. Can I?"


  Jack ran his hand down Zach's spine to his bound wrists. "Yeah. And don't worry about him talking. I've got a cure for that."


  Zach settled down between Taylor's knees -- and discovered that with his hands tied his balance was shot to hell and getting Taylor's cock in his mouth wasn't as easy as he was used to either. He hadn't realized how much it helped to have a hand locked around the base of the cock he was sucking and he was worried about the condom riding up.


  Taylor didn't seem inclined to help, reclining back, his hands by his side. Zach felt a stab of resentment, even as he drew Taylor's cock deep, but he'd misjudged Taylor. The couch was set a foot away from the wall, and Jack stood and walked behind it. When he was level with Taylor, he said, "Hands up here, Tay. No touching him."


  Taylor's mouth twitched in a 'what can I do?' way, but as he raised his arms over his head, Jack's hands closing around his wrists, his expression was already losing its cheerful arrogance. His lips parted on a sigh when Jack's fingers tightened and he tilted his head back to stare up at Jack, all love and longing.


  It was an intimate moment, but Zach didn't feel excluded, just forgotten. It wasn't for long.


  "Suck him, boy," Jack said softly. "Make him wriggle that hot ass of his, make him whimper and moan. I want to hear him."


  Zach was all in favor of that. "Yes, sir."


  He started with Taylor's balls, the fair hair fuzzing them surprisingly soft and sparse against his lips. Taylor was turned on enough that they were drawn up, tight, but if it was too difficult to draw them inside his mouth when they were like this, Zach could still lap at them with his tongue and get the soft skin wet. Taylor gave an encouraging hum and arched his ass an inch off the couch, asking for more.


  "Don't rim him," Jack said, making Zach glance up at him. God, Taylor looked hot, his body drawn taut by Jack's hands. "He likes that too much and I'm still pissed at him." He moved Taylor's hands down until they were resting on the back of Taylor's neck, his elbows sticking out like wings. "Keep them there." Jack grinned down at both of them, then took off his belt.


  Zach gave the head of Taylor's dick a tentative lick, his attention mostly on Jack and that thin strip of supple black leather.


  "You sucking him or not?" Jack inquired. Zach ducked his head immediately and lost himself in the pleasure of discovering the shape of Taylor's cock. He loved the ache of having his mouth forced wide by a thick cock and he knew he was going to be feeling the aftereffects of this blow job for a while.


  Jack brought the belt down against Taylor's stomach, a light slap, no more than that, but Taylor moaned, the head of his cock sliding over Zach's tongue. "Jack...God..."


  Another slap, and another, the belt never leaving a lasting mark, the blows controlled and precise, then Jack swung the free end up and caught it, stretching the belt out between his hands. He leaned over until the belt was resting horizontally across Taylor's nipples, then began to rub it over them, sawing it back and forth.


  "They're gonna be sore." Taylor's voice was strained, hoarse. "Won't be able to clamp them."


  "Want to bet?" Jack caught Zach watching and frowned. "You need to pay attention to what you're doing. Eyes closed. Concentrate. If I see you peeking, I'll give you a taste of this belt."


  "He'll like that," Taylor pointed out.


  "Yeah, but he likes pleasing me even more, don't you, boy? And you doing a half-ass job on Taylor isn't making me happy at all."


  With a shiver of lust, Zach realized Jack had hit that particular nail squarely. He would have begged for a taste of what Taylor had gotten -- the belt, Jack's hand, anything. Not for as long or as hard as Taylor's spanking had been, but something. Pleasing Jack, though, that'd become a source of satisfaction over the last two months. He got off on Jack's approval, and knowing that he was failing in this task had his eyes squeezing so tight that he saw reddish starbursts behind his eyes.


  It was amazing how much easier it was to concentrate like this. Oh, he could still hear the moans Taylor was giving, some connected to what Zach was doing, some not, and the unmistakable slap of leather on skin as Jack went back to using his belt as a whip, but they weren't as immediate as the slick, heavy weight of Taylor's cock against his tongue or the musky smell of Taylor's balls. He sucked, lapped, and licked, and gloried in every moment of it, pulling at the tie binding his wrists every so often, just for the kick he got out of it.


  "Going to come," Taylor choked out, his cock hardening in Zach's mouth until it was like sucking iron. "Jack--"


  "Not yet," Jack said. "I want to see the money shot. Watch your fingers slide through it and make you lick them clean." Zach groaned around the hot, hard dick in his mouth, helplessly aroused by that image and hoping he got to watch. "Boy -- Zach -- spit him out."


  Obedient, if reluctant, Zach did as he was told, working his jaw which, as he'd expected, was aching.


  "Open your eyes now," Jack said from close by. Zach did and blinked as the light struck his eyes. Jack crouched down beside him and deftly stripped the condom off Taylor, wrapping it in a tissue and tossing it across the room where it landed in the trash basket.


  Zach stared at Taylor's cock. God. Big. Had to wonder what it'd feel like up his ass -- or in his mouth again, with Jack pounding him from behind. Blew his mind thinking about it.


  Jack grinned. "Missed this," he said softly, staring at Taylor's cock. He ran his finger from balls to tip before leaning over and blowing across the crown. "Do it, Tay. All over yourself. Paint that pretty fucking chest white for me."


  "Oh God --" Taylor moaned, every muscle taut, and came, shuddering through each pulse of come as it jetted out, his face contorted with pleasure.


  When he'd finished, his chest heaving, his skin flushed, Taylor gave them both a hazy smile before stroking his finger across his chest through a streak of come. "Didn't we do this on our first date? You're such a romantic," he told Jack and pushed his finger between his lips, pulling it back with a pop a few moments later.


  Suddenly Zach felt desolate. His wrists were chafed, his balls headed for sky-blue, and these two were so fucking wrapped up in each other that any hope he'd had of this being more than a one-night deal was fading along with his erection.


  "Can you get this fucking tie off me?" he demanded, not caring that he sounded petulant. "My wrists are killing me."


  Jack turned his head, studying Zach's face thoughtfully before nodding.


  "Sure." He stood and walked to the desk, grabbing a handful of tissues from the box and dropping them onto Taylor's chest. When he crouched beside Zach and reached for the tie, dealing quickly with the simple knot, Zach couldn't hold back a frustrated groan that didn't come close to expressing his feelings. Freed, he didn't feel better, he felt worse.


  Jack sat beside Taylor, the tie dangling from his hand, creased and twisted. "What's the matter?"


  Why bother being tactful? "You are. Both of you. Why the hell did you drag me into this when you don't need me? Just a way to spice things up? Well, fuck you."


  "If this is because you didn't--" Taylor began.


  "No, it's not because I didn't get to come!" Zach bit his lip, then admitted, "Okay, partly it's that. Mostly, though, it's the way you two are all over each other. It's cute. I'm happy for you -- but you don't need me. There's no room for me. Why the fuck am I even here?"


  "You shouldn't be." Jack pulled the tie through his hand slowly. "Not on the first night Taylor's back. It should've been just the two of us, and anyway, I wanted him to meet you first and see what he thought of you before we got anywhere near this point."


  Zach felt as if the breath had been knocked out of him. "Oh."


  "But that's his fault, not yours, and I guess we'd have gotten here soon enough, so let's forget the might-have-beens." He dropped the tie and leaned in, cupping Zach's face, his hand warm and gentle, still holding some of the heat from the spanking. "Cut us some slack. It's been a month since we've seen each other and that's a long time. Usually get to see him three or four times a week."


  "And you did just blow me," Taylor put in. "I wouldn't call that not being involved or needed. I needed you."


  "You needed my mouth."


  Taylor sighed. "Maybe, but I want more than that now that I've seen what you're like and I know Jack does. A lot more."


  "Fine, so fuck my ass, too."


  "That's not what he meant and you know it." There was enough of an edge to Jack's voice to make Zach, still kneeling, straighten his back. His hands were resting on his thighs, not behind his back, but standing without permission seemed too final a step to take.


  That told him that he was still hanging in there, still hoping. God, had he screwed this up by being too impatient and demanding?


  "Stand up," Jack said. "You've been on your knees for a while. Walk around."


  With both of them watching him, it was a hard order to obey. Any order would've been when he was naked and emerging from the immediacy of the fantasy-become-reality. It felt good to stretch out his legs, though.


  Jack moved away from Taylor, so that there was space between them.


  "You said there was no room for you. Well, there's one right here."


  "Between you? Splitting you up?"


  Taylor rolled his eyes. "You're one of those literal thinkers, aren't you, honey? No. Between us so we can both get our hands on you and make you fly."


  "You said I wasn't going to get to come!" Zach said indignantly.


  "No. I asked what you'd choose if you had to. I never had any intention of depriving you, not when you're this worked up."


  "Not tonight, anyway," Taylor added.


  Jack's lips twitched, an amused glint in his eyes. "Let's focus on tonight, huh?" He raised his eyebrows. "So where do you think you fit, boy? Right here and now, where do you want to be? With us or on the other side of the door?"


  Zach took a step forward, another -- and went back down on his knees in front of Jack.


  "Oh, he's too fucking sweet," Taylor said approvingly. "How the hell did you keep your hands off him this long?"


  "You hadn't seen him. Think I'd screw around on you?"


  "You do know I only kissed him because I knew you were on your way?"


  Hey, remember me? Zach? Still here. He only thought it, but maybe they read minds because Jack broke off and patted the couch. "Up here between us."


  He settled down on the couch, anticipation swelling with his cock.


  "Arms around our necks. You don't get to touch, or stop us touching you," Jack said. "If it gets to be too much and you want out, just say so, otherwise, you're mine, every inch of you, and Taylor's got my permission to do what the hell he likes with you, just this once."


  Zach moaned, couldn't help it. His cock was demanding attention, but he didn't think they'd make this quick, so he wasn't expecting a fast, efficient hand job. Much though he was aching to come, he would've been disappointed by that.


  Instead, they kissed him, their mouths against his cheeks, his ears, his throat, even his eyelids when he closed them, the lightest of brushes there, insubstantial and airy.


  Against his neck, the kisses were more demanding, leaving his skin hot and tingling, maybe even bruised, though he didn't have to worry about hiding a hickey from his boss under the circumstances.


  When he opened his eyes again, he saw that Taylor's cock was hard, as if his recent climax had only taken the edge off and Jack's erection was poking up, stiff and huge, straining his trousers. It didn't look comfortable, but that had to be Jack's choice since he could've had it deep in Taylor's ass or throat just by snapping his fingers.


  "Pinch his nipple," Jack said and Taylor's thumb and finger closed around Zach's left nipple, squeezing it hard enough to make Zach gasp. It hurt. He did it to himself sometimes when he was jerking off, but when it got too much, he let go.


  Taylor didn't let go. The pain was bright and hot, burrowing into his chest, radiating out like a sunburst. "Think you could come from this, Zach?"


  He shook his head, the agony focused in that one small place taking his voice. Taylor let go, but only to drag his thumbnail over the reddened, swollen nub, scoring it. "Hurts!"


  He tried to free his arms, protect his nipple from any further assaults, but as soon as he began to struggle, they reached up and grabbed his hands, holding them in place.


  "Take it," Jack said. "Breathe through it. Enjoy it."


  The man was insane. He was working for a lunatic. Zach sucked in a deep breath, then expelled it in a hoarse cry as Taylor used his free hand to twist Zach's nipple again before pinching it firmly and tugging it out, stretching the skin. "Fucking hurts!"


  "Yeah. I know." Taylor didn't smile, but he didn't let up on the torment he was inflicting either. "Stop fighting it. You want it. Use it."


  The burn became a carnal heat, sizzling through him, darkly beautiful. His untouched nipple was the one to be pitied, not this one, this pinched, teased, tortured one. He moaned and arched his back, offering himself up for whatever they wanted to do. "Please...oh God, more. Don't stop." The words tumbled out, arousing him as much as what they were doing to him, because he was stripping himself naked for them here, sharing fantasies and desires he'd only whispered to himself. "Hurt me, oh God, please hurt me, make me scream..."


  "You're so fucking incredible," Jack said, his lips close to Zach's ear. He ran his fingertips lightly across Zach's right nipple, the gentleness as unendurable as Taylor's pinches to the other had once been. "Scream all you want, boy. You're safe with us."


  They let go of his hands, a gesture of trust he hoped they wouldn't regret, and Jack bent his head and used his teeth to worry and bite at Zach's nipple, licking the small, taut piece of flesh until it was wet and hot. Teeth didn't hurt as much as Taylor's fingers, but there was something about being bitten that drove Zach crazy because he knew if Jack wanted to, he could easily draw blood.


  "Trust him," Taylor said. "He's been playing with me for two years; see any scars?"


  "I do, I just -- oh God!" Jack's teeth clamped down and he held Zach in place with his hand even as he drew his head back.


  Zach screamed, the stab of pain too intense to keep inside him. He had to vent it and right then, it boiled down to a choice between coming and screaming.


  When his cry had tailed off to frantic whimpers, they relented, kissing his tender skin, soothing it with their tongues.


  "Look at them," Jack urged him, his fingers petting Zach's chest in small, circular strokes.


  Zach peeked down. His nipples were dark red and swollen, stinging and throbbing, but they weren't bleeding or raw. They just felt that way.


  "God, I want to clamp them at work, just for ten minutes, and watch you try to type or answer the phone, your voice shaking you were so turned on." Jack sounded pretty fucking shaky himself. "You'd come and kneel by my desk when the time was up and I don't think you'd know if you wanted to beg for me to take them off or leave them on for longer."


  "You wouldn't," Taylor said. "Would you? Fuck, it'd be so hot if you did."


  Jack reached over and cuffed Taylor's head, a mother cat admonishing a boisterous kitten. "No, but I'll make you wear a plug to work big enough you can pretend it's my cock up you."


  "Is that a punishment or a reward?" Zach dared to ask.


  "With you two, who knows what qualifies as what?" Jack put his fingers over Zach's lips. "Open up. Show me what you can do with your mouth."


  Obediently, Zach parted his lips to let Jack push two fingers inside. His eyes closed instinctively as he began to suck and lick, the fingers so different from a cock, but in some ways a more intimate intrusion. Jack's hands, big, square, powerful, had fascinated him for weeks. Getting his mouth fucked by them, Jack adding a third, then a fourth finger, crowding his mouth, was hot as hell.


  Eyes closed, he must have missed a signal, because they slid their hands under his thighs in unison, drawing his legs wide and hooking them over their knees. Startled, he opened his eyes, spluttering as Jack pulled his wet fingers out.


  It was too late for modesty, but he could still feel shame, not at how exposed he was, but how much he got off on it.


  The emotion was fleeting, burned away by the intense throb of desire that drew his balls up tight, precome making the head of his dick glisten. They drew their fingernails along the inside of his thighs, raking the skin until it was scored with scarlet marks, stroked behind his knees, until he squirmed, the sensation too close to genuine discomfort to endure, bent down and stared at his cock, his balls, his hole, until just being looked at felt like being touched, and his asshole clenched and released.


  "Touch me," he begged."Don't care if you hurt me, just touch me, please?"


  "We are touching you." There was a hint of laughter in Jack's words. "Be more...specific."


  Zach was past caring if they thought he was a slut. When it came to them, he was. "My cock. My balls. Fuck, touch me there. Need it now."


  Jack's fingers clamped around Zach's nipple, reawakening the throb. "Ask nicely, boy."


  "What? Oh..." He gulped, regretting his choice of words, and tried for imploring, not imperious. "Please, sir. I'm begging you. So hard, sir, feels like I'm gonna explode. I'll do anything, say anything, just touch my cock, my balls, please."


  His nipple was released, Jack's hand drifting south to settle on Zach's stomach. "You heard him, Tay. Zach wants us to touch him in some interesting places."


  "I heard him."


  "So give him what he's begging for."


  "More used to being on the receiving end," Taylor muttered, but he brought his hand down, slapping Zach's cock, a sharp light slap, more gesture than substance, though it still stung.


  "Oh, he can take more than that," Jack said pleasantly and proved it, until Zach was sobbing out 'sir' and 'please', his ass off the couch, spreading himself wider still for the slaps raining down on him. Lost in a sensual haze of arousal and pain, he could still appreciate that the slaps his balls got were closer to caresses, and that the hardest ones landed on his thighs and ass, but his skin felt as if it was on fire, and his climax was one slap away, making him grit his teeth as he tried to hold it back.


  "He's so close," Taylor said. "Let me taste him? Please, Jack?"


  "Not without a condom and if you tried to put one on, he'd spill."


  Taylor sighed. "Let him come then?"


  "He's been good, it's true." A spit-wet finger trailed over his exposed hole, and pushed inside, claiming him, even as Taylor's hand closed around Zach's cock, working it in smooth, steady strokes.


  "Anytime you like, boy," Jack said and shoved his finger an inch deeper.


  He tried to scream, but nothing worked, his body locked in a climax too intense to leave room for anything as mundane as speech or breathing. Every part of him got involved, the sensation building and exploding, wiping out his inhibitions and leaving him jerking and shuddering, tears leaking out, as he shot, cradled in their arms, touched inside and out.


  When his balls were empty, he lay back, spent, exhausted, and let them clean him up, the cold kiss of the wipes making him shiver and press back against the couch, the tart kick of the juice Jack gave him making him realize how dry his mouth was.


  "So," Jack said as Taylor walked around, tidying up with a put-upon look on his face. "Too much? Not enough?"


  "He likes a critique," Taylor said over his shoulder. He glanced at his clothes, then at Jack, who nodded. Taylor picked up his briefs and wiggled into them. "Be kind to him. Grade on a curve."


  "You're both incredible and I..." Zach faltered, still hung up on how complete the two of them seemed to be. "I want to do it again. Get to know you, too, not just get naked with you, but I still feel like I'm garnish on the plate, you know?"


  They exchanged glances, and maybe they could read minds, because Jack nodded as if Taylor had said something and turned back to kiss Zach long and hard and sweet.


  "You want us, you've got us. Just...we don't always play this hard. Sometimes we fuck and it's as vanilla as it gets. Hell, if we're in the mood, I've been known to bottom for Tay and God, do I feel it the next day. Or we go out to a bar, drink beer, shoot pool, and go our separate ways." Jack shrugged. "And more often than Tay would admit to, we're dead on our feet and we sleep together. Just that."


  "But it's a big bed Jack's got," Taylor said as he tucked in his shirt. "Big enough for three. And the next morning usually starts off with a blow job."


  "I don't know where I fit in, though," Zach said helplessly. "The two of you together is a risk. No one would mind much that you were gay, I guess, but the kinky stuff and then adding me..."


  "It wouldn't go down well," Jack agreed. "That's why I made a point of telling you that it was between us three. And I mean that. No sharing with your best bud and swearing him to secrecy, no getting drunk and shooting your mouth off. Nothing."


  "I've got plenty of friends but none of them would get this or the way I'm wired. They'd freak." Zach shook his head. "I've got as much to lose as you two. Hell, I'd lose you. That's enough to keep my mouth shut."


  "Told you. Sweet as sugar," Tay said and smiled.


  "Yeah," Jack said softly and kissed Zach again, his mouth promising everything on Zach's wish list and more. "Always did have a sweet tooth."


  THE END
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  A man lying on a massage table with four large stones placed on his back.
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  Dear Author,


  Every two weeks like clockwork this guy comes in for his hot stone massage. I work my magic on his sore shoulders, back and other muscles. But this week, he had such a pensive look on his face that I had to wonder, what is his story? Does he have someone that he goes home to every night, or is he still looking for the one?


  Sincerely,


  Dee
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  DRINKS AND DREAMS


  by Mandy Beyers


  CHAPTER 1


  Every two weeks like clock-work, I can expect my last customer of the day to be quiet, strong Ronan Dury. He hardly ever speaks a word once I enter the room, already relaxing in the gentle warm atmosphere the spa provides its massage clients. I often wonder what he does for a living that ties his muscles into such tense knots, but knowing instinctively that chatter would not add to his enjoyment of his massage time, I keep my questions and thoughts to myself. Over the three years that I have been a full-time masseur, I have learned to read the body-language and facial expressions of the men I meet as well as any shrink or bartender. His expression is withdrawn and closed-off on a consistent basis, but on this singular occasion, I found myself unable to ignore him and just work on his back. On this particular evening, my client looked as if he might be on the verge of either screaming or crying, and before I could stop myself, I spoke.


  "Are you alright, sir? Is there a particular muscle giving you extra trouble?" Me and my big mouth – I immediately regretted blurting out my thoughts. Sometimes my inner monologue got bypassed and I spoke before thinking things through thoroughly. It was a character trait I had tried hard to overcome as an adult, but today my mouth was determined to slip its leash.


  The look on Ronan's face shocked me – he almost looked as if he had forgotten completely where he is and wondered what he was supposed to be doing. He gathered his composure visibly and then spoke the first complete sentence I had ever heard from him. "I lost my mother this week," he said in a low, husky voice. I felt the proverbial shivers up my spine as he spoke, but then the meaning of his words sunk in and stole away my rare burst of arousal.


  "I'm so sorry to hear that," and I truly was, saying a quick prayer of gratitude under my breath for my beautiful mother and grandmother that I lived with and supported. I was blessed to have great genes of longevity in my family, as my 89-year-old maternal grandmother reminded me every year as she blew out one more candle on her birthday cake.


  "Thank you," Ronan continued quietly, "I've had to spend the last few days cleaning out her home and taking care of all the hospice devices and details, so I'm in knots in more ways than one."


  As I worked on taking care of as many of those knots as I physically could, I wondered over his story even more. It sounded as if he was alone, and I hoped he had someone to turn to with his problems. He seemed lonely, and the knots in his muscles were being compounded by stress and sadness unless I missed my guess. The poor man needed someone to help him forget his troubles for a few hours and I hoped he had a girl (or boy?) at home to take care of him tonight. He seemed to have the weight of the world on his shoulders, and the pensive look on his face only increased as the tension in his back and neck decreased due to my work. As my hands worked on auto-pilot, I fantasized about being the one to take care of all his problems. After forcing myself to ignore his attractiveness for all this time, I seemed unable to do so any longer. His almost-military styled dark blond hair and tan skin appealed to my senses, and I already knew that he had lovely gray eyes, although often they were shut when we were both in the massage room. Okay, I needed to get laid, I admit it. I hadn't bothered to go out in longer than I cared to remember, but I obviously had a serious lack of sex to remedy tonight. I shouldn't be fantasizing about my client at work; that was just too icky for my sense of ethics. I had never used my job to pick up men before and I wasn't planning to start today. Forcing my mind back onto a non-sexual track, I took several relaxing breaths myself and concentrated on working out one final, stubborn knotted muscle before leaving Ronan in the quiet room. The timer on the music would go off when his time was up, so he had still had a few minutes of peace before he had to move.


  After changing out of my work uniform, I decided to hit the closest bar for drinks and entertainment. After the quiet of my days, I loved to go people-watch in noisy bars, observing as people drank, flirted, and made fools of their selves. Maybe tonight I'd be one of the fools, assuming I ended up in the right kind of bar. I was too much of a chicken to risk mistakenly hitting on a guy who wasn't interested; I had seen too many friends get their asses kicked when we were all younger. After all our crazy college days, my drinking buddies had moved on, either settling down or taking jobs far away from where we had grown up. Without friends to back me up, I didn't go out much anymore, but tonight I felt itchy and restless. I definitely needed something. Thank goodness I lived close enough to work to walk on nice days; I would not risk getting drunk and trying to drive home. If I didn't feel like walking after my night out, I'd just get a cab home. I took a few moments to let my mother know I wouldn't make it home for dinner and I was off.


  The evening air held just a hint of a cool breeze as I walked down the block towards downtown. I enjoyed the fresh, green smell of spring in bloom and reminded myself that it was time to change out the scented oils I used at work to reflect the changing seasons. Then I mentally turned off my work filter. It was time to relax; I spent all my time helping others to do so but found it difficult to flip that switch in my own head at the end of the work week. I was determined to make an effort this evening, and chose the first location I saw that looked promising. The menu outside the door showed burgers and fries, I could see a band warming up and a small dance floor, and there was both a bar and outdoor seating if it became too crowded. That looked perfect for my needs. I asked the hostess for bar seating (the better to laugh at the drunks as the evening drew late) and followed her to a small table in one corner. As I glanced around, I saw that the tables were beginning to fill with couples and groups, laughing and cutting up as everyone released their workweek tensions. I smiled to myself as I watched a man, obviously fancying himself as the office Lothario, get shot down and shut up quite handily by the beautiful girl sitting next to him. It must have been a shock, if the pout on his face was any sign. I drank one beer as I waited for my food and requested another from my server. The fries were hot, the burger juicy, and the music wasn't half bad for a local band. Now if I just had someone to share it with… Oh, well. Can't win them all, I suppose.


  The evening began to drag as the drunks drowned out the band, so I took my last beer of the night and moved outside. There were plenty of couples strolling down the street hand-in-hand to cause a slight ache in my chest, a longing for something I wanted but wasn't sure I could ever have. I had yet to meet a man who understood my need to be the provider for my mother and grandmother; most didn't make it past the meet the folks stage. Why gay men in my city seemed terrified of women was beyond me – everyone has a mother, after all! Recognizing that the alcohol was only adding to my maudlin state, I left the last of my beer on the table and began to walk down the street, letting the fresh air clear my head as I rambled. As I followed the sound of live music, I stepped into another small eatery with a stage and stopped in shock.


  CHAPTER 2


  After the week I had, it only seemed fair that I let my hair down (metaphorically, of course) and spend some time having some sort of fun. My mother would be so angry if she saw me alternating between moping and raging mad, even if it was because I missed her so much. Unfortunately, I had not spend much time out and about in the area since I moved in to watch Mother die, so I had no idea where to go to have a good time and relax. I almost asked the masseur that always worked on my knotted muscles what he did for entertainment, but chickened out again. I loved his dark hair and eyes, and the way his over-long bangs always seemed to flop into his eyes and back out again, but I had never managed to move the conversation away from the grunts and "that's the spot?" of the massage room into the realm of the personal. Today he had given me a perfect opportunity to make some not-quite-so professional conversation and I let it escape my grasp. Kicking myself mentally, I threw caution to the wind and decided just to wander around the streets of downtown until some place called my name. When I saw the Irish-themed pub, I thought it was a sign. My mother had clung to her Irish roots in all the fun ways; I grew up listening to Celtic-inspired music and my first beer was a Guinness. We had always planned to take a trip to Ireland one day and research her family, but the cancer had derailed that plan permanently.


  The food was decent but the music was better, and the Guinness was cold and on tap. I could not think of a better way to celebrate my mother's memory but listening to her favorite style of music. Thoughts of the future threatened to bring me down, but I refused to allow it. Tonight I would remember the good times; tomorrow I would worry about what to do now, alone in a city I still did not know well. The bartender was friendly and by my third beer, I had spilled some of the junk floating around my chest into his willing ear. At least I managed to talk about growing up, just my mother and me without breaking down. That felt like a win tonight.


  I felt that uncomfortable feeling of being watched that had always made me cringe. Turning slowly on my bar stool, I scanned the crowd, wondering if I was imagining things. Next to the door, a dark-haired man stood stock still, not even trying to hide that he was looking at me. At first I couldn't place him. After a moment though, recognition came to me – it was Davis, my masseur! Finding a level of bravery I wasn't sure I had, I stumbled off my stool and walked toward him.


  Slowly, Davis' eyes met mine and he gifted me with a lovely smile. "Mr. Dury," he said. "Fancy running into you. How unexpected!" I loved the way he looked at me, almost as if I was a favorite dessert or a present to unwrap. Or maybe that was me, projecting my feelings upon him…


  "It's Ronan, please," I stated. "Would you care to join me for a drink?"


  Davis' grin grew. "Of course, and I'm Davis, as you already know, Davis Lincoln. What are we drinking to?"


  "Ah… well… I was drinking to my mother's memory, but perhaps this one could be in honor of new friends? At least, I would hope… I mean, I would like…" Listen to me, stumbling all over myself. No wonder I had been friendless and dateless for longer than I would like. Shyness struck at the worst moments.


  Davis, however, seemed to have no such problems. He steered me to a small table that had just opened up and said he would certainly drink to that. As he began telling me about his life, my nervousness was subsumed by heat. My eyes wandered from watching his, to looking at his lips form the words he spoke, to watching his fingers as they drummed the table along with the music or lifted his beer to his mouth. Which, of course, led back to looking at his lips! I would have felt embarrassed, normally, but this evening seemed touched by magic. Perhaps I was too wrapped by grief and alcohol, or perhaps Davis just had a gift for putting people at ease.


  By the time the pub closed, I had learned that he had lived in the city all his life, started college nearby, but ended up taking massage training when his grandmother moved in with his mother and they needed the extra income. I could hardly believe the level of maturity required for a young twenty-something to return home from the dorms and become the breadwinner of the family, but it explained much about Davis' draw for me. I, too, had given up one life for the sake of family, so I understood the sacrifice. As I told him about moving from Florida to Texas when Mother was sent home to die, Davis squeezed my hand. The extra months she lived beyond the expected ones had been a gift, but I had left behind everything but my job when I moved. The blessing of the computer age; websites could be designed and maintained from anywhere.


  "What do you plan to do now?" Davis gently asked. "Are you staying here in Texas or do you plan to go back to Florida?" As we walked down the street, I considered his question as solemnly as I could after as many beers as I had drunk. We had eaten and talked enough for most of the buzz to have worn off. I stopped at the corner to await the light and turned to face my companion.


  "There is nothing in particular to go back to in Florida." I wondered aloud, "Is there anything to keep me here?" Davis' smile had a shy quality to it that I had not seen before. He peered at me from under his dark bangs and winked.


  "Perhaps we can find a reason for you to want to stay, hmm?" As I watched, dumbfounded, Davis reached for my hand and inter-laced our fingers. "Walk home with me," he added, "and we can call you a cab from there." The light drizzle was threatening to become a Texas thunderstorm, so I agreed and followed his lead.


  CHAPTER 3


  My shock knew no bounds when the object of my fantasy appeared before me in the darkened Irish bar. When Ronan left his bar stool and sauntered to me, I knew I was lost. My first thought was that if he would give me half a chance, I would make both our nights, but as we sat and talked, my lust began to morph into something more serious. I felt for him strongly, both empathy over his loss and desire to be a friend to him. His loneliness called to the healer in me, and I wondered what my mother would say. I began to suspect that Ronan was a keeper, and when he confessed that he had left all to move here and had nothing to go back to, I was truly a goner.


  As we left the bar, a light drizzle began and Ronan shivered as his damp shirt cooled him off. I wanted the night to last forever, and I dreamed of this as a beginning to something special if I could get him to let down his guard and let me in. I led him toward my home, scheming as we walked and hoping against all odds that he just might be the one for me. When we reached my house, I stopped us on the porch. "Would you like to come in for coffee? My mom's a night owl, too, and there's always a pot on in the evenings. It's our usual time for chatting and chores, after my grandmother is in bed and everything is quiet." I didn't want him to feel pressured at all; I hoped to ask him out again and didn't want to push my luck.


  His face was downturned and his gaze seemed to be on our hands as he stumbled over his words again. I could tell he was nervous and I wasn't sure if it was me or the thought of meeting my mother that was throwing him.


  "Um, I guess coffee would be nice…" his words were almost lost in the ambient sounds around us. "Are you sure your mother won't mind?" His tentative glance up at me showed that he was biting his bottom lip and I desperately wanted to stop him with my kiss. I pulled him up the steps to our wide front porch and left him no more time to think.


  Opening the door with my key, I kept talking so that Mom would know I had a guest with me as we walked into her domain. As expected, she was sitting at the computer, paying bills and drinking coffee. As I leaned over to kiss her cheek in greeting, I introduced Ronan as a client that I had run into that evening, but I knew she wasn't fooled. I had never brought a client of any sort home before, and never just a casual date. Her eyes let me know she expected the full story later, but for now she let my half-assed introduction go. We all made small talk and I watched Ronan relax as my mother made him feel comfortable, gently probing for any information she could get. When she learned about his mother's death, she left her seat to hug him and I could see his eyes tear up. Sometimes just the simplest comforts were the hardest to handle with equanimity. After half-an-hour, Mom made her excuses and went upstairs to her room, allowing us some privacy in the kitchen.


  I decided some straight truths were in my best interests before Ronan slipped through my fingers. "I've never spent the evening drinking with a client before," I stated bluntly, "and I've never dated one or brought one home to meet my mother. Something about you is different, though, and I was having trouble keeping the professional mindset with you at work today. Once I saw you away from work, all bets were off. I would like to see you again, and to get to know you better, if that's what you want as well." I held my breath as I waited for an answer. In my mind, we had clicked and had an evening full of talking and drinking to prove it. My mother liked him or she never would have left the room, and her judgment was always spot-on. Now I just had to hope that the attraction went both ways.


  After a few seconds, the fullest, most glorious smile I had seen yet bloomed on Ronan's face. "I would like that very much," he said. "I wasn't looking for this, either, when I left the apartment today, but I'm glad you stumbled upon me tonight. I've had a really nice time with you and I want to do this again."


  With that small victory buoying my spirits, I leaned over and lightly, softly, brushed my lips over his, a promise of things to come. I wanted to go slow, to let things between us grow, and maybe, just maybe, the dreams of happy-ever-after could come true after all.


  THE END
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  Cute naked guy lying alone in bed surrounded by flowers but looking sad.
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  Dear Author,


  Their relationship was perfect, something right out of a fairy tale. Omar didn't even seem to mind the age difference. At least Jesse thought so. 10 years is not that much, right? Or was there another reason why after flowers, chocolates and mind blowing sex he woke up on Valentine's Day to an empty bed. It's been four days. Chocolates and flowers are still by his bedside, but his lover is gone without a trace.


  Sincerely,


  Mammarella
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  DROPPING A STITCH IN TIME


  by Casey K Cox


  Human emotions, so powerful and yet fleeting in the face of the grand old age of the universal continuum. The power to etch themselves into the very fabric of space time. Like now. Such a sweet young thing, his whole life barely longer than a heavenly sneeze, and yet the breaking of his heart resounds through the dimensions like the temple gong calling the faithful to prayer.


  Omar shuffled uncomfortably as he waited in the antechamber. It had been a long time since he'd worn ceremonial robes and they itched. Except they didn't. A leftover figment of the imagination after taking on a physical body for the last week. A single week away from home, but a year in the life of the young man whose pain and confusion now ripped through the tranquillity of the heavens. These rarefied fields beyond such biochemical displays.


  Falling in love with the boy had been a surprise. Shouldn't have been possible. And yet Omar found himself echoing the confused and alienated thoughts of his human companion, wanting to be close, needing to touch. It ached. Ached with an intensity that surprised him. No wonder the chance at a human life was so prized.


  "Come on then." Omar jumped at the sound of his teacher's voice. "Tell me how you've managed to have the whole place in uproar after just a week in the field. And that noise. What in heaven's name have you done to the boy?"


  "Sir, I…" The words stumbled. Omar didn't know what he'd actually done to cause such a pickle. He only knew it was wrong. He didn't even know why it was wrong. Okay, he sort of knew why and he knew very well what but it was easier to focus on denial.


  "Oh, lord." The teacher took a long, laboured breath. His legendary patience seemed wrinkled. "What's the first rule, Omar?"


  "Never interact with your subject beyond the state at which you become easily forgettable."


  "How bad is it?"


  "Bad."


  "Sliding scale of one to ten?"


  Omar dropped his gaze to the crystalline floor that sparkled from the light of the heavenly suns. "About fifteen." The teacher said nothing. "I didn't see the warning signs." A half-truth, not a lie. "I'm not sure there were any." Little white lie. "Then it was too late. Everything I did to disconnect made it worse." Blatant, full-blown lie.


  "Are you asking for a termination?"


  "No! I'm asking for leave."


  "Impossible. You've barely finished your training. It's customary to actually work before taking time off."


  "Just a year."


  "To do what, exactly?"


  "To be with him."


  ****


  A year earlier.


  Oh the wonders of having a day off during the week. Jesse ambled along the empty shopping aisles pulling things off the shelf without having to fight through a crowd three deep to reach them. Bliss. A strange admission of bliss for a twenty-four-year-old single guy but Jesse enjoyed the simple pleasures. He sighed contentedly as he scooped a jar of his favourite coffee from the display and plopped it in his basket.


  "Hey, Jesse."


  "Gee." Abandoning his catch, Jesse bounded the few feet between him and the source of the greeting, leaping on the young guy that now chuckled under the hail of arms and legs. Gee, once-upon-a-time lover, long-time friend. Jesse had never figured out what went wrong between them, if anything did. Maybe they just grew up. Whatever it was, he was still always a welcome sight.


  "Gee, where've you been, man?" Finding his feet, Jesse straightened his clothes and grinned. "I thought you'd fallen into the love pit with that guy, what's his name?"


  "Oh," his friend's smile slipped a fraction, "no, he's gone. Another one bites the dust. What about you, you hooking up with anyone lately?"


  Jesse played with a stray lock of his friend's hair before tucking it behind his ear. Still bleached as white as it would go, the opposite of Jesse's dark curls. It suited him. Took the edge off his nerdy side and gave him a little ounce of cool. "You know me, all business."


  "And how is the advertising business, still working for the iceman? I swear I've never met anyone with less passion."


  This time Jesse's smile faltered. Iceman had passion all right. Jesse knew for a fact. Had tasted it. Bathed in it. And then been thrown out of the door just like every other piece of ass before him. "Still frosty," Jesse managed without sounding too depressed. He shook off the dark rumble in the pit of his stomach and smiled brightly. "But you know me, I can survive sub-zero temperatures and besides, the job pays well and I love it."


  Gee grabbed a jar from the shelf. "This one of yours?"


  "Coffee's for the grown-ups. I'm working on a kid's cereal and toothpaste."


  "Bummer. Listen, I've got to go, but your number's still the same, right? I'll call."


  They shared a hug, and Jesse planted a wet kiss on Gee's cheek. "Do that, kiddo. At the moment, the only shoulder I have to cry on is my sister's."


  Gee scrubbed his cheek with his sleeve and chuckled. "No wonder you're out on a school day. I'd play truant from Mistress Beckett too. We'll hook up soon though, yeah?"


  "Hook up? You coming on to me? Again?"


  "What's not to like?" Gee ran his hand over Jesse's ass and squeezed. "Comfort of friends and all that, right? Not as if I haven't been there before. Sweet with a twist of naughty, if I remember correctly."


  "Cheeky devil." Jesse hugged Gee again. Maybe a casual hook up wouldn't be so bad, and Gee was always good fun. He was certainly looking good right now. "Call me."


  A small sigh escaped as Jesse watched Gee disappear around the corner. He was a good friend. A good lover. It would be a satisfactory setup for the short term. "Needs must and all that," he murmured to himself. "Now where did I put that shopping basket?" He turned and found it still on the floor a few feet away but didn't feel like taking up where he'd left off. Instead, he headed to the cereal aisle to check on the placement of his baby. The first solo project he'd been given and a runaway success. He rummaged through his pockets to find ear buds and iPod to drown out the supermarket radio station. Cranking up the volume, he smiled. Food for the soul. Well, fast food. Lady Gaga didn't contain much nourishment but it did blast away the last of the blues.


  For a moment, he paused. It felt like… He spun round expecting to see someone behind him but the aisle was empty. In fact, the supermarket was eerily quiet. Jesse shrugged and tuned back in to the music half-walking, half-skipping to the aisle he wanted. And there it was, his pride and joy, right at eye level – Krispie Stars – perfect product placement. He closed his eyes and smiled. Iceman may not want Jesse's ass anymore but he wouldn't be getting rid of him anytime soon and that was good news indeed.


  "Life is still good." He breathed deeply and let the music wash over him. "It's alright, alright, just dance," he sang, eyes still closed. "Gonna be okay, dada doo dadooda dance." Jesse twirled in the aisle holding one hand to his headphones. The other brushed the shelf and sent several boxes of cereal tumbling to the floor. "Shit." He stooped to pick them up and jumped as an electric shock jolted through his body.


  "Sorry." On the other end of the Cheerios was the most breath taking pair of green eyes Jesse had ever seen. Time itself stood still as they crouched over the little pile of boxes. Jesse pulled out his earplugs with his empty hand. He realised he was staring and clapped his jaw shut, letting go of the Cheerios and reaching instead for the Captain Crunch at the same time as Mr The-grass-is-greener-eyes. Their hands collided again over the new box and Jesse had the same electric thrill run through his body. This time he didn't pull away, he stayed touching the delicate hand of his cereal-box-rival and observed the thrum. It was so strong Jesse swore their hands were glowing where they touched. "Shall I get it?" the guy said. Soft, dulcet tones, warm and smooth like velvet over Jesse's newly frayed nerves. He couldn't let go of the box. Or the guy's hand. It was one of those pivotal moments that change the world. Jesse heard flashes of laughter and stories being told in the dim and distant future of locking eyes over a box of Captain Crunch. Why couldn't it have been Krispie Stars? That would have made an even better story.


  The guy reached over with his other hand and prized Jesse's fingers off his own before standing up and placing the box back on the shelf. Jessie flopped onto his backside and followed the long slender legs, tried to ignore the interesting package, up over hips and torso to a blinding smile. What colour were his eyes again? Because right now Jesse couldn't see past the light that shone from perfectly parted rosy lips.


  "Are you okay? All that twirling seems to have made you dizzy."


  "Oh, hell." Sensibilities shaken back into place, Jesse struggled awkwardly to his feet. "You saw that?"


  "Very entertaining. The voice could use a little coaching."


  "I was singing out loud." He knew he had been. He groaned. Embarrassment complete. The faint echo of Poker Face taunted him from his abandoned headphones strung over his shoulder.


  "I liked the dancing best. I don't think I'm familiar with that tune."


  "Tune?" Jesse scooped up the remaining boxes and placed them carefully. "It's Lady Gaga. I can't have been bad enough for you not to recognise it."


  "Can't say I've ever heard of her."


  "Where have you been for the last forever? Even my gran has heard of Lady Gaga."


  "Oh, I'm not really local."


  "Dropped in like Paddington have you, from deepest, darkest Peru?"


  "I'm sorry?"


  "Never mind. I'm Jesse. Can I buy you a coffee and introduce you to the greatest pop goddess since Madonna?"


  "I'm not supposed to mix with immortals. What realm is she from?"


  Jesse cocked his head to the side and took a good look at the man in front of him, all contradictions and invitations. "You are seriously quirky. I like it. Got a name, or should I call you Paddington?"


  "Omar."


  "Come on then, beefcake. I need a caffeine fix to get to the bottom of you." Jesse grabbed Omar's solid, nicely muscled arm and pulled him along towards the supermarket café, noting the unusual heat and the amazing aroma that radiated from him. Certainly not an aftershave he was familiar with. It was more like a memory than a distinct smell. A warm summer evening as lightning streaks through the heavens and the first thunder cracks across the sky. "Where did you come from anyway?" he said, squeezing a little tighter. Nice muscle tone. Could hold on to those arms for a long while and wouldn't it be just perfect finding yourself wrapped up in them. "I thought I was the only person around. I wouldn't have been dancing in the aisles otherwise."


  "You do it a lot."


  "Only when I'm on my own. What are you, a stalker or something?"


  "I'm a watcher. I don't know any stalkers; where are they from?"


  "People watcher, huh? That's cool. I do that on my days off. We're a great species, don't you think?"


  "You are completely fascinating." That smile again. Jesse took a deep breath and tried to keep his mind on placing one foot in front of the other.


  "Endlessly fascinating," Jesse murmured. Aren't you just.


  ****


  "You've really never heard of Elvis?" This guy was a peach. He was either totally off his rocker or a complete player with the perfect pitch. Not that he'd need a pulling pitch; the guy was like a pot of honey. In the twenty minutes they'd been nattering in the café over coffee, Jesse had lost count of the number of women, and men, who'd doubled back to get a better look at Omar the Impossible. Stunning didn't come close. Otherworldly hung around him like a cloud. Dark, brooding looks with a dangerous edge at complete odds to everything that came out of his mouth. He was so freaking adorable. A kid of about three stopped in the tracks she was running around her mother and made a bee-line for their table.


  "Not yet, pumpkin," Omar said, tweaking her cheek.


  "Next time?"


  "A long time yet. You go enjoy yourself." The kid skittered off in a shriek of giggles.


  "Who was that?"


  "Katie. She's going to be a beauty when she grows up. Shame about her father though. But, you know, I've never really had much opportunity to listen to music of the kind you're telling me about. I'd like to. It seems like fun."


  "I have concert tickets for tomorrow night." Where the hell did that come from? Jesse picked his nails nervously. "If you wanted, maybe we could make it a date?"


  "Tomorrow is a date, yes."


  There was no doubt in the acceptance. The guy stated it like it was a fact. Jesse gave a blinding smile of his own. He'd picked up a stranger at the supermarket. One for the journal. "Shall I pick you up? Where do you live?"


  "Live? Ah, yes. I know the answer to this one." A crinkle of concentration settled over the guy's brow. He looked as though he was working on a solution to the meaning of life. Jesse wanted to reach out and smooth it away. "I'm from out of town," the guy said, startling Jesse out of his daydream. "Just passing through."


  "Where are you staying? Hotel, with friends, with me?" Jesse laughed, but the guy looked like he was actually considering the answer. Would he seriously come home and just…stay? Maybe that would be too weird. A nice weird. A naughty weird. A ridiculously hot weird.


  "Why don't I meet you there?"


  "Good idea." I am losing my mind. Jesse scribbled the theatre name and address on a napkin. "Tomorrow, seven thirty. I'll see you outside."


  "Got it."


  "I should go. Nice to meet you, Omar." Jesse stood to leave. "You won't forget, will you?"


  "I have nothing else to do tomorrow. I won't forget. Thank you for the invitation, Jesse."


  "You're welcome." As Jesse walked away, he had the strangest feeling of being followed. Followed or watched? But then everyone was probably watching him thinking he was a lucky bastard after having coffee with Omar the Impossible. Jesse glanced round for one last look at his new friend but unfortunately, Omar was already out of sight.


  ****


  "Who's playing again?"


  Jesse jumped almost out of his skin. "Where the hell did you come from?"


  "Seven-thirty," Omar said, taking hold of Jesse's wrist and pointing to his watch. "Did you not expect me to be on time?"


  "Just don't creep up on me. I'm sensitive." Sensitive and nervous as hell. Twenty-four hours of daydreaming about his date and he still couldn't get his head around how perfect the guy seemed. Perfect in his quirkiness. Jesse had always had a thing for the oddball guys. It started with a crush on his science teacher in middle school and left a trail of devastation through the halls of geekdom to Iceman, the final conquest. This time Jesse was the one being played. He knew it even though he couldn't find anything in Omar's manner to suggest it. Either the guy was super-smooth or he really was as naïve as he made out.


  "Oh, I should apologise if I didn't make much sense yesterday." The way he looked at his shoes, rocked back on his heels just a little, made Jesse think maybe, just maybe, he was as nervous as Jesse. "I've acclimatized a bit more today."


  "What, did you fly in from a higher altitude or something?" There was that smile again. It punched the air from Jesse's lungs and left him with his mouth hanging open. The world shifted around him, went hazy, then reformed brighter and clearer than before.


  "Something like that. Should we take our seats?"


  Swoon, he made me bloody swoon like a freaking princess. "Tickets are for the stalls. It means you get to see me dance again." Jesse winked, was rewarded with yet another blinding smile, and he was in big trouble. The first fluttering of something skittered across his chest making breathing difficult. He'd been worried since yesterday that he'd imagined the whole thing, that some old troll was going to turn up, but no, here was his Omar the Impossible, dressed to impress and tweaking the edges of Jesse's heartstrings.


  Jesse had spent far too long fretting that maybe Omar hadn't taken the hint that this was a date. Seeing him in tight leather trousers, a loose black linen shirt and artfully kohl-lined eyes, long black tresses mussed up to just the right degree to make him Ruben Cortada rather than Russell Brand made it very clear the message had been received and accepted. To test the point further, Jesse took hold of Omar's hand and squeezed. Omar stared at his hand in Jesse's as though it was somehow magic.


  "Is that okay?" Jesse asked.


  "It feels good." Another smile, the shy edge looked odd on such a hot creature.


  Jesse gulped. So much trouble. It was like high school all over again and his first date with Justin Murphy. So many feel good moments to that date. Jesse blushed just thinking about it. "It feels very good."


  ****


  Amazing didn't cut it. Having a date with Omar was better than the best. Every now and then, Jesse was sure more people were looking at them than the band on stage, and yet Omar's attention never wandered. Jesse felt wrapped up in his eyes and it made him bold. He writhed and shimmied and twisted his body to the music, and Omar smiled his breath-stopping smile, his eyes bright and intense. But the failsafe plan of dazzling the beefcake with radical dance moves didn't go quite as anticipated. Jesse sucked in a breath. A tired, achy breath. He'd imagined coming across as cool sexy, rather like Omar; instead, he was a hot, sweaty hyperventilating mess with a pinched sciatic nerve.


  "Jesse, are you okay? You look like you're in pain."


  "Thanks for that. Nothing like speaking your mind." Jesse regretted the sarcasm when Omar's brow wrinkled. "Hey, d'you have fun?" He tried to mop his brow artfully with the sleeve of his shirt but it crinkled and stuck to his skin.


  "I did. I like this music, and I like watching you dance."


  The smile was back, and Jesse's heart skipped. He reached out and twirled a finger in Omar's pristine locks. "Look at you, not a hair out of place. I look like a wreck."


  "I think you look great."


  He thinks I look great. Jesse launched himself at Omar, locking his lips to those rosy, plump… "Ow, what was that for?"


  Omar released the arm lock. "You tried to bite me." He looked shocked and a little shaky, a strong arm kept Jesse at bay.


  "I tried to kiss you. I think you broke my wrist." Jesse glanced around to see if anyone had noticed his faux pas. Only a few stares accompanied by whispers but his pride was still bruised.


  "A little warning might have been nice," Omar said, grabbing for Jesse's wrist and giving it a rub. "What on earth were you… wait, you were trying to…" He tilted his head to the side, looking a mixture of coy and confused. "Why?"


  "You stand there looking like the god of seduction and you're asking me why?"


  Omar stared. He looked genuinely mystified. So much for having taken the hint this was a real date. Jesse's cheeks burned. Acid flooded his throat. Tired, he was suddenly very tired. He pulled his hand away and took a step back. Where was a hole in the ground when you needed one?


  "You're upset," Omar said, reaching for Jesse's shoulder. "Is it me?"


  "My mistake." Jesse wrapped his arms tightly around his chest. "I should get going. Thanks for the company."


  "Jesse?" Omar smiled his sunshine smile and Jesse felt the knife twist in his gut. Another thing he wanted but couldn't have. "Thank you for a lovely evening."


  "No problem. See you around." The light went out of his world as he spun on his heels and started to walk away.


  "Wait."


  Jesse stopped but couldn't turn back. His chest tightened as he felt the warmth of Omar's arm creep around his waist, the weight of Omar's chin on his shoulder. His body thrummed from the touch and made breathing difficult.


  "Perhaps we can try that kiss before you go?"


  A smooth turn and Omar's lips grazed Jesse's.


  And the world stopped…


  A single moment in time that stretched on and on…


  Lips so soft slightly parted. Hot breath, fresh like mint and spring sunshine. A single kiss. Full of life and possibility.


  And then it was over.


  Jesse trembled in those strong arms. Just as he'd imagined, like a safety shield from the rest of the world, and he wanted to stay right there… forever.


  Omar brushed Jesse's hair away from his face and smiled. "That's better. You seem happier now."


  Jesse nodded. Wow, what a kiss. He knew he was staring, couldn't find any words. Still felt the thrum of energy from Omar's hands on the small of his back and he wanted… wanted so much more.


  "Did I do it wrong?" Omar's brow crinkled again and a pang of guilt stuck Jesse's heart.


  "It was perfect." Barely more than a whisper escaped. His heart was still pounding out a heavy beat. "You're perfect." Impossibly perfect. "What part of heaven did you say you were from again?"


  Cool night air seeped into the space where Omar had been, leaving Jesse cold. He stepped forward to close the gap, feel the warmth, but Omar backed further away.


  "I never said that. When did I say anything like that?"


  "Hey, it's a joke. Perfect man, you must be an angel, right?"


  "I'm not. I told you." Omar looked over his shoulder. "I have to go."


  "Omar, wait."


  "Bye, Jesse." And Omar disappeared into what was left of the crowd.


  "Damn it. Way to spook the guy, jackass." Jesse touched his fingers to his lips and smiled. It'd been a while since he'd had a kiss like that. A kiss that held real promise. Now it was gone and he didn't even have Omar's number.


  Taking in the cool night air, Jesse ambled back to his apartment still buzzed from the close contact, still sensing an echo of his mystery guy. There was something so tantalising about him, so off and yet so addictive. Rounding the corner of the hall, Jesse could have sworn he caught a glimpse of Omar leaning against the wall by the front door. "Way to lose the plot and hallucinate," he mumbled.


  "Hallucinate?"


  "Damn it, Paige. I nearly had a heart attack. What are you doing here?"


  "I'm here to find out how your date went. As a good sister should."


  "I messed it up." Jesse unlocked the front door and stepped aside for Paige to go through first.


  "Did you declare undying love for the guy already?" She flicked the back of his head as she passed. "You look like you've been swimming. Why are you so…damp?"


  "Way to make me feel better, sis. I thought you were here for moral support?" He threw his keys on the table and slumped into his favourite armchair.


  "Guess I should put the kettle on."


  She rambled aimlessly about how he shouldn't feel so bad, what a great catch he'd make for the right guy, all the things a supportive sister should say, but Jesse still felt like shit. Not just because of Omar and losing the perfect kiss, but because poor Paige had been there for every one of his break-ups to hold his hand and make the tea. Not once, in all the years they'd been on the dating circuit, had he managed to return the favour. And he was the oldest, even if only by ten minutes, he should be the one looking after her, not the other way around.


  "It'll be okay, Jesse," she said, patting his hand. "If he's the right guy, he'll show up again."


  "Oh yeah, where exactly?"


  She handed him a cup of coffee and her trademark smirk. "Well, he knows where you shop."


  ****


  Three weeks of hanging around the supermarket and Jesse hadn't even caught a glimpse of Omar. He placed his empty coffee cup gently on the table, resisting the growing urge to throw it and sighed. Three weeks of bad coffee and supermarket café lunches. Three weeks of waiting, of not following any potential dating leads in the hope the impossible would happen. Omar the bloody Impossible, indeed. What a joke that had turned out to be. "You're an idiot," he mumbled to himself. "Time to move along the bus." He grabbed his phone off the table and dialled Gee. Casual company to refocus the mind.


  "Hello, stranger. I thought you weren't interested in catching up, too busy waiting for some hot mystery man to fall back out of the sky."


  "Very funny. You want to get together or not. I'm horny, and you're on the menu."


  "Can't argue with that. I'm free now, or do you–"


  "Now. I'm climbing the walls here."


  "I'll call round in about an hour. Your place okay?"


  "Perfect. See you soon."


  That was easy. It was also a relief. No more stressing over a guy that would never show and Gee was hot in his own way. They'd always been good together. Maybe Gee would be ready to make it a regular thing again. Jesse gathered his things together. Phone, keys, Kindle, not that he'd been able to read a word sat there wishing every bloke that walked past would morph into Omar, but it had at least made him look less of a loser and more like someone out for peace and quiet.


  One more glance around the supermarket. "I don't fucking believe it." Jesse let his jaw drop open. His hand rose automatically to return the wave from the opposite end of the aisle. Omar. Exactly as Jesse remembered him. Coy smile, sparkling eyes, killer good looks and, damn, what a body. Jess felt his jeans tighten around his thickening cock. Best of all, Omar was heading straight for him.


  "Hey, Jesse." Omar kissed Jesse's cheek, brushed soft fingertips over the back of Jesse's hand. "How have you been?"


  "Good." The silence that hung between them was alive, teaming with need and unspoken words, and Jesse wanted that kiss he could feel suspended in time. It was so close. If he really concentrated, maybe he could pull it right out of the air. "I didn't expect to see you again."


  "I wasn't sure it would be appropriate. Work is crazy at the moment. I'm not always around."


  "But today you just happened to be here." On the day I finally decide to move on.


  "I was hoping to bump into you. Maybe have coffee."


  Maybe ruin my chance of getting laid. He couldn't blow off Gee on the hope of a chance encounter turning out better than the last time. Could he? "I'm actually done here. I was just on my way home." To meet someone that isn't you and try to forget how you taste.


  "Oh. Another time then. I just thought…"


  "Thought what?" Why was he even asking? He didn't want to know. He didn't. This ship had sailed and Jesse had decided not to board. Gee would be waiting.


  Omar shrugged, his brow furrowed. Jesse's heart stopped for a whole second as Omar took his hand and pressed it against those perfect, soft, pouty lips, leaving a trail of fire on Jesse's skin. "It's not important. You're busy. I'll see you around?"


  "But you're not around very often."


  "Never mind."


  "You could come to my place." What the..? Nice going, moron. Gee's going to love that. "If you want to hang out."


  And there was that smile. Hells bells, it was like he'd never been gone. Jesse's heart thudded hard against his ribcage. His face flushed. His knees trembled. His hand still burned from the touch of Omar's lips. How could he possibly get it on with Gee when he was so consumed with the man right in front of him?


  "I'd love to hang out with you." Omar squeezed Jesse's hand. "Do you have any plans? We could go to the cinema."


  "I'm supposed to be meeting a friend. Let me call him to cancel."


  "He can come too. I don't mind."


  "I think he might." Because he's not expecting a threesome. Because I'm an asshole and he deserves better.


  Omar covered the phone in Jesse's hand. "Is he a boyfriend? I don't want to intrude. You shouldn't cancel him for me."


  "Not a boyfriend." Jesse tried to smile, to cover up any hint of what Gee actually was. "An old flame. We can get together another time."


  "Great, I'll give you some space to call him."


  ****


  The evening passed in a blur of laughter and simple touches that left Jesse reeling. He hadn't had as much fun in a long, long time and it felt so genuine. No agenda, no pretence, just the two of them hanging out. There was something magical about the way Omar saw the world. He painted everything so fresh and exciting. Pulled back the top layer of the mundane world and showed a secret side to life where popcorn was a miracle and sharing an ice cream a forbidden pleasure.


  Light played across Omar's face making his eyes shine even brighter than usual. Jesse reached out to stroke Omar's cheek. "You're so beautiful."


  "Jesse, I can't…"


  Acid welled into Jesse's throat. He knew that look. Couldn't bear to hear what followed. "Don't say it." He placed a finger against Omar's lips and Omar kissed Jesse's fingertips before pressing them against his cheek.


  "I'm sorry. My work. I'm away so much."


  Jesse snatched back his hand and nodded. "But you can stop by when you're here and we'll hang out. Deal?"


  "Sounds great."


  The lightning smile should have made Jesse's heart soar; instead, it felt like a punch in the gut. It wasn't Omar's fault he was so damned irresistible. The guy still needed friends. Friends that one day may get to experience a few benefits along the way. Jesse flushed as Omar kissed his cheek. The echo of possibility pricked his skin and filled him with longing.


  "You're the best. I'll see you again soon."


  It won't be soon enough. If only he could stretch out this day into forever. "I'll look forward to it."


  It wasn't until Omar had gone that Jesse realised he still didn't have a phone number, an address, didn't even know where Omar worked. And the waiting begins again.


  ****


  Gee paced the room. Guilt washed over Jesse for the umpteenth time. He didn't know how he'd turned into such a bastard.


  "Gee, please."


  "Don't. Just bloody don't." The pacing stopped and Gee turned to stare. "How many more times are you going to shaft me for a guy that doesn't put out, Jesse, how many more?"


  "It's not like that." Gee was really pissed off this time. It was true they still hadn't managed to hook up for some quality time since Omar had appeared in Jesse's life, but it wasn't as if they didn't see each other at all. They were together right now, and if he'd only get his head out of his ass, Jesse could kiss it better and set things right between them.


  "How many more times do you think I'm going to let you?"


  The stare was brutal. Gee was hurting and Jesse had to put it right. Taking it slow, Jesse approached carefully. He could feel the tension flowing off Gee in waves. With just a few inches between them, Jesse reached out and stroked Gee's arm. "We've been friends a long time, Gee. Let's not fall out about this."


  "We're not falling out." A heavy sigh indicated Gee was calming down and Jesse took the last step, slipping his arms around Gee's waist and kissing his shoulder. "I'm still angry," Gee said, but a smile played around his lips.


  "I know. I would be too."


  "Why can't you see you're being played, Jesse? Has the guy got a golden dick or something that you're holding out for?"


  Jess pressed against Gee, kissed along his neck to his ear. "Let's not talk about Omar. It's just you and me. Haven't we got more interesting things to do?"


  The final thaw and Gee wrapped Jesse in his arms, sought out his lips, ground their hips together for a brief moment and paused. He rested their foreheads together. "I want you, Jesse, I do, but I can't compete with Mr Heavenly Sunshine. Call me when you finally see through his crap."


  Gee pulled away but Jesse held on to his hand. "Don't leave. Omar was here yesterday; he won't be back for weeks. I'm all yours."


  "All mine?"


  A smile crept over Gee's face as Jesse ran a hand over his chest and hooked it in his waistband. "Just say when."


  "Right now?"


  Jesse walked Gee backwards to the sofa and pushed him down, sitting astride and reaching for his zipper. "Sounds good to me," he said, leaning forward to kiss a line from shoulder to chin. Gee groaned beneath him and Jesse rocked over his growing hardness. God, he'd missed this. Missed the touch, close contact, the building heat between two bodies that wanted, needed release. He pulled at Gee's t-shirt, stripped it off over his head, tweaked his pert little nipples. Gee hissed through gritted teeth, sought out Jesse's jeans and unhooked the button. He'd just reached for the zipper when Jesse's phone peeped for attention.


  "Ignore it," Gee said, catching Jesse's arm as he reached for the phone.


  "I can't. It might be Paige."


  "So, she can leave a message."


  Jesse shook off Gee's grip and grabbed the phone. "Hello?"


  "Hey, Jesse. You free for dinner? I'm right outside your building."


  Jesse glanced at Gee and his face must have said it all. Gee pushed him off his lap. "Bastard. How does he always fucking know?"


  "Jesse?" Omar said with a hint of concern.


  "I'm here. Come on up."


  Gee pulled on his t-shirt. "I can't believe you're blowing me off again for that freak. You could have told him you were out already. Or busy. With me."


  "Gee, don't be like that."


  "See you around, Jesse. And don't come running to me when he breaks your fucking heart." Jesse flinched as Gee slammed the front door behind him.


  It was a good ten minutes before Omar knocked. There was no way he and Gee had missed each other in the hall but Omar was all smiles and rainbows. "It's great to see you again so soon. It's lucky you weren't busy."


  "You didn't see Gee leaving?"


  "Didn't he want to stay for dinner?"


  "Omar, why are you here?" There was the confused brow furrow that made him look so bloody vulnerable. Damn the man and his naivety, fake or not.


  "Would you rather I left?"


  Jesse sighed. What was the point of fighting it? "Let me get a jacket." The smile Omar gave him alone was worth it. He was an all-round sucker for giving in to the act every single time, besides, he couldn't resist holding out hope for the impossible. Omar the Impossible. Even if he was just an impossible dream.


  ****


  The times Jesse had been in this office. There was something sleazy about it when you came out the other end of the charm tunnel that was Morgan Lewis, affectionately known as the Iceman due to his lack of compassion and emotion. During the run up to their affair, Jesse had thought the office sleek and impressive. Now it looked every inch the fuck pad of a guy overcompensating for his lack of imagination in the sack.


  Jesse took the seat offered him and watched as Morgan perched on the edge of his desk. Something was up. Was he finally going to give Jesse the boot along with all the other cast offs that had gone before him?


  "How are you, Jesse? We don't get a chance to talk anymore."


  "Good, everything's good."


  "I didn't get a chance to apologise for the way I ended things. I hope you're okay."


  "Never better." No thanks to you, you slimy git.


  "That is good, and makes this next part easier." Morgan brushed an invisible fleck off his trouser leg. "There's a conference coming up. Edinburgh. Five-star luxury spa resort. Three days all told."


  "Sounds nice." There was a familiar twinkle in the ice-cold gaze that pinned Jesse to his chair and he shivered.


  "I want you to come with me. Conference schedule has me booked for one dinner and one afternoon meeting. The rest is free time. It'll be just like old times."


  "Like what times exactly? Why can't you take your girlfriend?"


  "No can do. Ad execs only. Besides, it's you I want. We leave Wednesday morning. Be here for six."


  "I'm not going. You can't just jump back into my pants whenever you want to."


  "Sure I can. Why do you think you still work here?" Morgan laughed as Jesse grasped around for something biting to say. "Relax, it was a joke. Come on, Jesse, we used to have fun, didn't we?" Morgan slipped off the desk and sat on the arm of Jesse's chair, fingertips trailing over his shoulder and along the side of his neck. "I miss you."


  "You should have thought about that before you dumped me."


  "I've said I'm sorry. Business dictates I have a girlfriend. It wasn't personal." He reached over and kissed behind Jesse's ear. "I'd like to get personal now, show you how sorry I am."


  Jesse's head started to spin; his body ached for contact, any contact. Another month had gone by between the rare Omar sightings and still Jesse hadn't managed to hook up with anyone. More than six months celibate. He was ready to sacrifice his need on the altar of Morgan's ego.


  Morgan's deft fingers dealt with Jesse's shirt buttons in a flash and moved on to his belt buckle. "I'll make it up to you," he murmured, slipping to his knees in front of Jesse and kissing over his exposed chest.


  Jesse let his head fall back and closed his eyes. As long as there was a blowjob involved, it was all good on his end, even if it did mean giving up his ass for the rest of the week to be the on-call conference floosy. They both jumped when the phone rang. "You should get that," Jesse said, pushing Morgan's hand away from his zipper.


  In a quick, stilted movement, Morgan snatched at the phone. "I told you to hold all my calls." Jesse watched his face change. He looked up and handed the phone to Jesse. "It's for you."


  Jesse sat up straight and took the handset. "Hello?"


  "Jesse, hi. I wanted to let you know I'd be in town Wednesday for a few days. I thought we could hang out."


  "Omar? How the hell did you get this number?"


  "I wanted to catch that new film with Sam Worthington. I know you think he's cute."


  Jesse covered the receiver and mouthed the word sorry to Morgan. "This is my boss's private line, Omar. You can't phone me at work."


  "Okay, well later then?"


  Who the hell did he think he was expecting Jesse to drop everything after a month with no word? "Come round on Wednesday. We'll talk then." Jesse hung up. He couldn't even look at Morgan; he was too embarrassed. Embarrassed as much by his excitement as anything else.


  "Boyfriend?"


  "Not really. I'm sorry about that, Morgan. I have no idea how he got hold of this number." Too much of a bloody coincidence for sure. It was as though the guy had radar. Every time Jesse came close to getting lucky, up he'd pop from nowhere like a bad penny. Jesse noted the irked look on Morgan's face. Bad Penny or saving grace, Jesse wasn't sure. But he wanted answers. Nobody had timing that good by accident.


  "It seems you aren't available for the conference after all."


  A chill reminded Jesse his shirt was undone and he started to straighten himself out. "About that."


  "No need to explain. It would have been nice but it isn't a necessary task towards your performance review."


  "I would have. You should know that."


  Morgan nodded once and Jesse left the office. Why did he tell Morgan he would have? Talk about asking for trouble in the future. A million seedy come-ons flashed beacon bright in his future that he really didn't need or want cluttering up his work life. The real issue though, was Omar and his impossible antennae.


  Jesse glanced around the open plan office. How did he know? It was creepy in a cute kind of way. Cute because the guy was always saving Jesse's virtue, maybe for himself. Hopefully, anyway. Creepy because he seemed to know where Jesse was and who he was with every second of the day.


  Every second of the day. That was a bloody laugh and completely ridiculous. The man disappeared for months at a time. Unless he was having Jesse tailed by the invisible man it had to be an uncanny knack for bad timing. Or good timing, depending on where you stood. Right now, with Jesse's balls burning blue, the timing seemed bad, bad, bad. He could have waited until after Morgan had finished the blowjob before phoning to save him from the letch. The words next time echoed through Jesse's mind. He spun round but there was nobody there. It sounded so much like Omar's voice in his head. "You are losing it, sunshine. If Omar doesn't start giving up the goods you're going to have to move along the bus and not look back. Let him find another friend to enforce celibacy on."


  ****


  Another beautiful day. The summer was whizzing by the window and Jesse knew he should be out enjoying it rather than cooped up waiting. In the times between his meetings with Omar, life seemed meaningless. At least after the last dressing down Jesse had given him Omar showed up more often. Showed up a lot, actually. Always random. Always when Jesse finally started to think about something else. Or someone else. But today was the day. It was time to lay things out. Set up some benefits before Jesse shrivelled into a sexless vegetable.


  The odd kiss on the cheek was great. Holding hands was nice, the friendly hugs, but Jesse was far more aware of the heat when their thighs accidently pressed together, the tightness of his chest when they brushed shoulders, the change in Omar's breathing when Jesse leaned past him at every opportunity to pick up things he didn't need. The tension in the air had always sparked, from the very first touch over a box of Cheerios almost a year ago, but the last few months had seen it amp up through the roof to the point you could practically hear it crackle and Jesse was out of patience. No more waiting. No more pussyfooting around in the hope Omar would see how good they'd be together. Jesse was a man with a plan. More than that, he was a horny, desperate man, and he was in love. Head-over-heels-not-another-man-in-the-world love with no promise of reciprocation. A man on the edge.


  Today was special. A rare planned outing. Cinema, something to eat, and if Jesse could wrangle it, back to his place for a little one on one. All he had to do was follow through. All Omar had to do was show up and not fight it. The odds were stacked against him but Jesse was determined to win. He had to. He couldn't go on any longer with things as they were. He just couldn't. He wouldn't.


  ****


  It was almost midnight by the time they made it back to Jesse's apartment. So far so good. The day had been low-key, not too much touchy-feely that always spooked Omar into leaving early. "You want tea or a beer?" Jesse said, closing the front door and hanging up his keys.


  "Tea, thanks. Is everything okay? You've been kind of quiet."


  Keep breathing. He is not on to you. Not yet. "I'm great. Will you make it to the BBQ this weekend? Paige wants us to meet her new boyfriend."


  "I'll try. You know I can't make promises."


  "That's right. Work." Jesse tried not to stare as he moved about the kitchen making the tea but Omar looked especially gorgeous leaning against the cupboards. Dark, stupidly tight denim showed every single bulge. Lean calves, nicely muscled thighs, beautifully honed butt cheeks and what looked like an ample surprise up front. Jesse placed two cups on the counter and stood in front of Omar. The stretch of t-shirt over Omar's perfectly chiselled chest showed the hitch in his breath. Jesse could almost feel his racing heart; the air between them was so alive. Now or never. He pressed forward, crushing their bodies together and nestled against Omar's neck.


  "Jesse, what are you doing?"


  "Holding you."


  Omar pushed away, flushed and shaky. "Please don't."


  "What's wrong with friends getting intimate? A little cuddling, some kissing."


  "Jesse, I know you think I'm naïve, even a little stupid, but don't think I can't see what you're doing." Omar sidestepped out of Jesse's path and leaned against the doorframe a safe distance away. "You've made me watch enough romantic comedies in the time we've spent together for me to know what you think comes next. It's not going to happen."


  The self-righteous prick. What the fuck did he know about anything Jesse was thinking? "I do not think you are stupid. Not in the way you're suggesting anyway."


  "What other way is there?"


  "I think you're stupid for not giving this a go. I know how you feel about me. I know how you fight with yourself not to touch me. I'm not stupid either." Jesse desperately wanted the words to stop but they just kept coming. "What I don't understand is why you think it's so wrong. So you're a bit older than me, so what. I don't care."


  "It's not about age. It's my job. I can't get involved with you."


  "Not that I know what your job is, because that's one of the things I'm not grown up enough for you to discuss with me–"


  "Jesse—"


  "But with the amount of time you spend hanging out I can't see how I'm going to interfere with your commitment."


  "It wouldn't be fair to you."


  "Fair? What's fair about the way things are? You hang around here every spare minute you have, all sparkles and rainbows. You have a sixth sense radar that blows any plans I have to get a life. And how the hell am I supposed to get it on with anyone else when you're all I see? I bloody love you already and I've barely touched you and it's killing me having you so close."


  Omar took a step, even reached out a hand that made Jesse's breath catch in his chest, but aborted the movement and just stared. "You're right. I didn't think."


  Jesse blinked at him through the tears he refused to shed. The gulf between them trebled in that instant. The precipice Jesse had been standing on for so long shrank back and he teetered precariously on the edge.


  "I'm so sorry, Jesse. I never meant to…it's wrong, what I've done to you. I hope you'll forgive me, in time." Omar turned on his heel and a strange sound ripped from Jesse's chest.


  "Wait! You can't walk away from me. I just told you I love you."


  The light, the colour and the twinkle Jesse loved so much in Omar's eyes were gone when he turned back, his face as solemn as Jesse had ever seen it. His Omar, the quirky, fascinating enigma that had captivated his heart and every moment of his thoughts since they'd met had vanished and in his place was a cold husk of an older man having to deal with a teenage crush. Jesse thought he heard the sound of his own heart shatter.


  "I won't bother you again, Jesse. Go find a life for yourself. Go find love in someone worthy of you."


  Jesse grabbed for Omar's arm, desperate to keep some contact. "But you're worthy of me. Omar, please, we can just be friends. I shouldn't have pushed it."


  "We can't be friends. I see that now." Omar leaned in and placed the softest kiss on Jesse's cheek. "Goodbye, Jesse."


  Jesse was sure he was screaming obscenities at the back of the stranger walking away from him, but everything was muffled, stilted in the slow motion of what would be the final torture. And after all this time, he still didn't know Omar's telephone number or where he lived. Once he disappeared from sight, Jesse knew he'd never see him again. His body moved without any real decision being made and he flung himself through the door after the only man he'd ever loved. He barrelled along the hall and out into the night air. The streets were quiet. There was no sign of Omar. Jesse ran in first one direction then another and another, desperate for some trace of him, but there was nothing. Finding his way back to the house, he closed the door softly and sunk to the floor behind it, numbness creeping through him. Gone. Nothing left. Jesse closed his eyes and let the darkness take him.


  ****


  "Omar?"


  "Hello, Father. I didn't notice you come in."


  "Is everything okay? You look…shady."


  "I, uh… yes, everything is okay. It's tougher than I thought it would be."


  "No one said our job was easy, Omar. Humans can be defiant and hell bent on misery and disaster. We can only guide them so far to happiness; they have to make the choice to take it for themselves."


  "What if the reason they are miserable is because we showed them the wrong path? What if they reached out to take the treasure but we took it away from them and left them broken?"


  "Then you must fix it."


  "How?"


  "Go within, son. You will find the answer. We, too, are guided when we lose sight of the way."


  "Have you ever met the ones that guide us, Father?"


  "Once, aeons ago. A being of such incredible strength with a light that outshone the world."


  "He outshone even our world?"


  "Oh yes, by many powers of magnitude. The city faded to shades of grey and the human world was nothing but darkness beneath."


  "And what did he say?"


  "She said I would have a son and that he would make me very proud."


  "You jest, Father, and it hurts me."


  "Ah, my dear, sweet, Omar. You always were the sensitive one, but I speak the truth, and she was right. I am very proud of you. And your sisters, but particularly of you. You have walked a stony path whilst they have always taken the smooth road."


  "Did you love her?"


  "Of course I did, son. She was your mother."


  "I'm not from the nursery?"


  "Ssssh, it is not common knowledge. These things only happen rarely."


  "So my whole existence is wrong. No wonder I make so many mistakes."


  "I will not hear you speak that way. Life is never wrong."


  "But we're told we must keep the balance, stay in our own worlds."


  "And sometimes the balance needs to be redressed and an infusion of light from above is required to keep things ticking over. It is the way. It is natural, it is beautiful, and the results," his father touched a hand to Omar's cheek, "are dazzling. Now, tell me what troubles you so."


  Omar smiled. His first genuine, heartfelt smile since leaving Jesse's side the day before. Almost two months in Jesse's world. Two months that had seen Jesse retreat into a well of sadness and pain that played out in Omar's every breath. A bottomless pit of despair that he had to right. He had to.


  ****


  Jesse was so used to the apparitions of Omar leaning against the wall outside the apartment that he didn't even jump anymore when he rounded the hall and caught sight of him. He had to admit this one was particularly shiny and lifelike, the smile extra gorgeous, the look in his eye a little coy, and this time even that glorious smell surrounded him.


  "Jesse, can we talk?"


  That was new too. He'd never managed to conjure a speaking Omar, although the last words they'd spoken repeated over and over in his head, day after day. Jesse unlocked the door and stepped into his apartment with a sigh.


  "Jesse? Would you rather I left?"


  Jesse looked up into the face he thought he'd remembered so well but this time it was clearer, the sparkle was back, accompanied by the strange edge of confusion that had always made him smile, and he couldn't help it, he body slammed his pretend Omar with an audible umph against the wall. His fingers tangled in the silky black mane; his mouth sought out the perfect lips etched into his memory from the months spent staring at them. Oh, god, he tasted so real. Jesse lost himself in the illusion, revelled in his ability to create something so perfect and independent of his own imagination, because this Omar apparition was kneading Jesse's butt cheeks. This Omar was probing tentatively past Jesse's lips with a curious tongue. This Omar was gasping lightly every time Jesse tweaked a nipple, was pushing out with his hips and a definite hardness in his jeans Jesse had never felt before.


  Jesse pulled back and stared, noticed the flush to Omar's alabaster cheeks, the unevenness of his breathing. "Wait, are you actually real?"


  "Very real, Jesse, and very sorry for being such a fool. You're right. We should at least try. What have we got to lose?"


  Still not sure whether to believe what he saw before him, Jesse stroked a hand along Omar's jaw. So soft, like he'd just this second finished shaving. "I already lost everything when you walked away from me the last time."


  Omar cupped his hand over Jesse's. Warm, he was so warm and solid.


  "And I regret it. I didn't understand how much I love you."


  "You love me?"


  Jesse squeaked as Omar wrapped him up in strong arms. "Oh, Jesse, you have no idea. It's been hell trying to stay away from you. But I'm here now if you want me."


  "Not just a one night stand?" Omar shook his head. "Not just friends getting intimate?" Omar smiled but shook his head again. "You want to be with me, my… boyfriend?"


  "If I'm hopeless, you can kick me out."


  "Kick your ass, maybe, but never kick you out. If you come through this door with me, promise you'll never leave?"


  "I don't ever want to leave you."


  Thoughts piled up in Jesse's brain. Good thoughts. Bad thoughts. Very good bad thoughts. Too many to process all at once. "Do I get to touch you?"


  "I'd be very disappointed if you didn't." Omar crushed Jesse against the wall, lips trailing a line along the side of his neck. "I have a little touching of my own I'd like to take care of." The sweep of Omar's hand along Jesse's inner thigh made his chest ache.


  "Inside." Jesse pushed Omar against the open door. "Now." Heat and warmth and the echo of Omar's chuckle bled into every breath, every touch, every moment that had been lost but now restored along with Jesse's heart.


  ****


  A moment of clarity registered in Jesse's mind. So many questions. "Where did you go?"


  "I went home. It probably sounds silly, but I needed to speak to my dad."


  "You were gone weeks. Months. Where does he live, the moon?"


  "Much further than that, sweetheart."


  "You never make any sense when I try to talk about things that matter."


  "Don't be mad with me. Things will be clearer soon."


  "You're not going away again, are you?"


  "I'm not planning to. But I need to think about work. Not now, though. Now I want to make up for lost time."


  "That's the most sense you've made so far." And the moment slipped away as quickly as it had come.


  ****


  Jesse's body hummed contentedly. It ached in all the right places, the memories of which made him smile as he stretched out across the bed, the soft linen sheets cocooning him in this new heaven he'd discovered. After so many weeks of heartache, the weekend of sex, sauce, and more sex had left him dazed and exhausted.


  He opened his eyes, catching a glimpse of the huge bouquet of flowers and the heart-shaped box of chocolates Omar had brought back the day before after realising it was Valentine's Day, and smiled again. It was almost too good to be true. The sex had been. It was practically an out of body experience, a melding of minds or souls or some such. Certainly like nothing he'd ever experienced before. Jesse was tempted to think soulmates even though it sounded kooky but there was something… otherworldy about their connection, he just knew it. And he could finally grasp why Omar had been afraid. It was daunting to love someone so much. Scary. But there was nothing that compared. Jesse would sacrifice anything, everything for Omar. He'd thought that was how he felt before, but now—now Omar was onside, since he'd given himself so completely, so awesomely for hours and hours in several marathon lovemaking sessions—it was even more cut and dried. Omar was air, Omar was purpose, Omar was life itself. If life had meaning before Jesse couldn't remember it. But now, now he was complete.


  He sat up and looked around, aware for the first time that he was alone. "Omar?" He slipped off the bed and checked the bathroom and the kitchen, a trickle of fear running through him. "Don't' be silly, he said he was here for good this time. Just out buying more flowers." But something was wrong. Jesse felt it in a part of himself he wasn't sure he'd had before the weekend. He couldn't even explain it, but it was like the space in the world Omar usually took up was empty. He was gone. Missing from the world. Again. The earth shook, the heavens thundered, and Jesse's soul let out a silent scream.


  ****


  Present day.


  "Come on then." Omar jumped at the sound of his teacher's voice. "Tell me how you've managed to have the whole place in uproar after just a week in the field. And that noise. What in heaven's name have you done to the boy?"


  "Sir, I…" The words stumbled. Omar didn't know what he'd actually done to cause such a pickle. He only knew it was wrong. He didn't even know why it was wrong.


  "Oh, lord." The teacher took a long, laboured breath. His legendary patience seemed wrinkled. "What's the first rule, Omar?"


  "Never interact with your subject beyond the state at which you become easily forgettable."


  "How bad is it?"


  "Bad."


  "Sliding scale of one to ten?"


  Omar dropped his gaze to the crystalline floor that sparkled from the light of the heavenly suns. "About fifteen." The teacher said nothing. "I didn't see the warning signs. I'm not sure there were any. Then it was too late. Everything I did to disconnect made it worse."


  "Are you asking for a termination?"


  "No! I'm asking for leave."


  "Impossible. You've barely finished your training. It's customary to actually work before taking time off."


  "Just a year."


  "To do what, exactly?"


  "To be with him."


  "I don't understand. You're with him constantly."


  "I love him. I want to share his life, not as a watcher or a guide but as his lover."


  "Preposterous."


  "Sir, I made a mistake with Jesse. Once I realised he'd fallen for me, I left."


  "As you should."


  "But he broke and so did I. It was so hard to ignore his pain, pain I'd caused, so I went back to right the wrong and now…" Omar shook his head. "Now I realise that he is my life choice. I'm asking for a year so that I can live a human life with him. Don't tell me it's impossible—I know it's been done before—and I'm asking now, begging you to grant me this opportunity."


  "You think I don't know your history. You've always coloured outside the lines. If you go to him, there will not be a place for you here when you return."


  "So be it."


  "You would seriously choose this boy over your life and family here?"


  "I love him with everything I am. I don't know why or how, but he has claimed me for his own and I want to be his."


  "Very well, but you will not be able to return to this world as and when you please."


  "I understand. Sir? Will I die a death as they do to come home?"


  "You will die as they do, but, Omar, I don't know that you will ever come home. These things are beyond my understanding."


  ****


  Jesse heard the phone and pulled the covers further over his head. He ignored the deafening rumble from his stomach; he wouldn't be able to eat anything without throwing up anyway. Four days. Four fucking days and Omar was still a no show. There was something wrong about it. It wasn't the usual dumped at the altar abandonment. Something had changed in Jesse since they'd made love. He was aware of the edges of the world, how they didn't end but rather blurred into other places. It was to one of these 'other places' that Omar had gone. Jesse could feel he was no longer physically in the world. He didn't know how, he just knew it to be truth. If he'd had the strength, he would have followed the bastard. Instead, he was doing the next best thing, hiding his head under the pillow and screaming Omar's name with a previously undiscovered voice inside his heart.


  The energy of the room shifted and Jesse sat straight up. "You're here. I can feel you." Omar shimmered into view in the hall just outside of the bedroom.


  "Jesse, sweetheart. I'm so sorry I've been gone so long."


  "Don't you come near me."


  Omar stopped in his tracks, his face serene. "You don't want me anymore?"


  "You don't get to touch me until you tell me everything. Who…what you are, what you've done to me and why you keep walking away."


  "Never again, Jesse. That's where I've been. I gave up my job to be with you always. I never have to leave your side again."


  "And if I say no?"


  "Then I will have to find a place to live."


  "Why not just go back to wherever the hell it is you keep sneaking off to?"


  "I can never go home. That was the price I had to pay for loving you."


  There was something so genuine, so heartfelt in those words. How could Jesse not believe them when his heart could feel the truth? "You did that for me?"


  "I love you. Didn't I tell you that; didn't I show you it was true?"


  Jesse smiled despite himself. "But you're not human, are you?"


  "I am now. I will grow old with you and die one day, just like you. But not for a long while."


  "Tell me everything."


  ****


  "I won't have it," Jesse said, hugging Omar tightly to his chest. "I won't have you giving up your family and your stretched out timey thing for me. Now I know, I can stand you being gone for weeks on end when you have other things to do."


  "It's too late."


  "It's never too late. Get your boss in here and let me talk to him."


  "I can't. There's no way back for me."


  "Sure there is. If they can hear me, they sure as hell can still hear you. Call him."


  "Jesse, it doesn't work like that."


  "Fine, I'll do it." Jesse closed his eyes and concentrated with his newly found vision into the blurred areas around the edges of the world and he called with the inner voice for attention. I don't know your name, but I know you can hear me, and I want you to stand before me now and listen to me. I want to petition on behalf of Omar. I will not allow him to throw away his life for me. You might think you can ignore me but be assured I will get louder and louder. You may think you have time over me, but I found this voice and I will find a way to cross into your world and track you down.


  The energy in the room shimmered and Jesse opened his eyes to see an older looking man standing before him.


  "Father," Omar gasped. "What are you doing here?"


  "I came to meet my son-in law. He's causing quite a stir upstairs, has them running in all directions. Jesse, it truly is a pleasure."


  Jesse couldn't say anything. The man had Omar's eyes, bright and full of mischief. His face was rounder, his presence more commanding yet friendly, and he literally shone around the edges as though he was caught in a ray of sunlight.


  "I'm so sorry, Father. It seems there is no end to my nonsense."


  "You are just as beautiful as always, son, and you know I love you just the way you are." The man sat on the edge of the bed. "Your mother came to see me. She wanted me to give you this." He held out his hand. Curled inside was a small yellow pill. "Take it and your life will be restored. Don't worry, I have one for Jesse."


  "What? I don't understand."


  "It seems he's to become one of us at the end of this life. I didn't know it was possible but after the aeons I've lived, I should know better." Jesse took a second pill from the man. "You can take them now; they will activate at the time of your passing and bring you home." The man looked at Omar and touched his cheek. "A little over a year, son. You understand?"


  "Yes, Father." Omar grinned. "Thank you."


  "Have a good life, son, and I will see you both soon. Oh, and your sister says you are not to change the world, she likes it the way it is." In a flash of light, the man was gone.


  "Omar?"


  Omar pushed the hand with the pill to Jesse's mouth and they swallowed together. Jesse didn't feel any different. The world looked the same as it always had. Well, almost. Omar sat before him with a blinding smile and a very naughty twinkle in his eye. "There are so many things I want to do with you, Jesse, and we have a whole lifetime to do them, but first, if it's okay with you, I'd like to spend our first few years together in bed. I don't think I'll ever be able to get enough of you."


  "You know I still have to work, right?"


  "What for? We are in this world but we are not of it. The rent is paid, the cupboards stocked, and I have you in my arms. I don't need anything else."


  What else was there? Jesse took Omar's hand and pulled him on to the bed. Of all the dreams he'd had in his life, all the fantasies, this topped the lot. The best part wasn't the fact this dream was reality. No, the very best part, if Jesse had understood correctly, was that after this whole lifetime laid out before them to live and love together there was another bigger, better, and much, much brighter world waiting in the wings. Jesse pressed his lips to Omar's and savoured the sensation. Slightly parted, hot breath, fresh like mint and spring sunshine, full of life and possibility. He sighed contentedly. "That sounds pretty darn perfect to me."


  THE END
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  Dear Author,
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  Sincerely,


  Naaju


  [image: ]


  genre: contemporary


  tags: musicians/rock stars; first time; switch or versatile; coming out; friends-to-lovers


  word count: 15,619


  Back to Table of Contents


  


  


  ENTANGLED


  by Lex Valentine


  Daren glanced over at his date. Could he roll his eyes any louder?


  Biting back a sigh, Daren hunched into his hoodie. He should have known better than to bring one of his techno loving, club crazy fuck buddies to a rock show. But he'd wanted to see this show and he hadn't wanted to go alone. He figured he could kill two birds with one stone and ask Westley to come along so he could get a blow job at the end of the night.


  Bad move.


  Wes sat hunched in his seat, pouting and rolling his eyes like a drama queen. Of course, he happened to be one of the biggest queens Daren knew, and he had pulled out all the queen moves tonight, arms crossed over his chest, legs crossed, foot bouncing in annoyance, nose in the air and, of course, the eye rolling. Not to mention the fact that he was dressed in brilliant peacock blue and neon green trimmed in gold. His super tight t-shirt even had a glittery gold crown on it. No doubt about it, they didn't come any more queenly than Wes.


  But he gave a great blow job and he didn't care if you kicked him out after the bare minimum of reciprocity, a hand job. And that sort of easy going attitude was hard to come by in a gay man. Most would pitch a fit at being summarily shown to the door after having done all the work. Still, Daren was paying the price for his selfishness by having to put up with Wes's public antics. The only colorful thing in a room filled with black leather and faded denim, Wes's attitude flew about ten notches above everyone else's, which predictably drew every eye in the place to them.


  "Why did you bring me to this?" Wes finally asked petulantly. "You know it's not my thing."


  This time, Daren let the sigh out. "I told you it was a rock show. You said you'd survive."


  Wes's plucked brows rose. "You didn't tell me it was a straight rock show. I thought this was the band with the hot queer singer."


  Daren gritted his teeth and counted to ten before replying. "It is the band I told you about. The lead singer is very gay. Believe me; you'll drool all over him."


  Westley waved a hand at the crowd. "So where are all their fan boys? All I see are straight male throwbacks to the eighties, darling."


  "I never said their fan base was filled with gay men, Wes. You just assumed that. Stone Sutton is like any other rock band. They have a lot of female fans and most of the male ones are straight," Daren explained patiently.


  "Hmmph." Wes rolled his eyes again and his foot bounced more agitatedly but he didn't speak another word as the lights came down.


  Loud drums thundered through the club as darkness enveloped them. The low wail of a guitar began and grew in strength and resonance as spotlights finally picked out the guitarist and the lead singer. Daren's breath caught in his throat. Eschewing the beautiful blond singer for the dark haired guitar virtuoso, Daren let Taylor Sutton's playing call to his soul as much as the man's taut body dressed in only a pair of black leather pants called to his libido.


  Stone Bradley's voice filled the club and drew the crowd like a siren, but it was Taylor Sutton's bowed body and half hidden face that sent Daren's heart racing into cardiac arrest zone. He stared, mesmerized as always by Taylor's playing. He sighed again, this time with contentment and joy. Nothing made him feel the way Taylor's music made him feel.


  Daren had known Taylor for five years, since their days of working together at the Grinder, a coffee house where Taylor played his acoustic guitar every Friday night. They'd become best friends, based on their love of music and art, despite the fact that Taylor was straight and Daren was gay. In fact, had Daren not been gay, Taylor would never have met Stone Bradley with whom he'd formed Stone Sutton.


  Stone had been modeling nude at the art college Daren attended. Daren had walked into his live drawing class and been struck dumb by the model's beauty. They'd fallen in lust that afternoon and spent the next six months fucking each other stupid. And then Stone met Taylor and the musical muse took over. Stone's crush on Daren faded in the face of the opportunity of a lifetime. Stone and Taylor began making music together and Daren lost his lover.


  Tugging himself out of the past, Daren's gaze flicked to Stone Bradley. Six feet two inches of lean, golden skinned muscle topped with long silky blond hair and eyes the color of aquamarines set in the face of Michaelangelo's David. Stone was a work of art without ever opening his mouth, but when you added that soaring voice to the mix, the man became sex on a stick and irresistible to most people. However, Daren had already been infected and was now immune to Stone's lure. What Daren wasn't immune to was his best friend.


  In the most ironic twist of his twenty-eight years, Daren had developed an epic crush on Taylor Sutton. It had started with the man's music. Daren had always been in love with that. But gradually, over the years, he'd begun to lust over the impossible, his straighter than straight best friend.


  For a moment, Daren let Taylor's playing wash over him. His eyes closed as his soul absorbed every note, hungry for any part of Taylor, but most especially his music. As the show progressed, Daren's cock swelled until it pressed painfully against the zipper of his black jeans. How he longed to have Taylor's hands on it, the rough calloused fingertips stroking reverently. How he dreamed of having Taylor's mouth on it, silky with saliva, full lips parting to take him in…


  Jerked from his reverie by the loud crashing encore that had the entire crowd on its feet, screaming the lyrics back at the band, Daren glanced over at Wes. Resignation had settled on his date's pretty face. With one last longing glance at Taylor, his dark hair streaming down, hiding his brilliant amber gaze, Daren rose to his feet. He knew from experience that he'd never get close to Taylor after the show. Women stood four and five deep around him usually. And while Wes might want to meet Stone, Daren didn't feel like introducing his current fuck buddy to his former boyfriend.


  He dragged Wes from the club, threading through the crowds to the door and then into the parking lot. On the drive back to Daren's place where Wes had left his car, they chatted amiably about people they knew. Finally, as they turned down Daren's street, Wes asked the question Daren had been expecting all night.


  "So why did you drag me to that club if you weren't going to hang out and meet the band afterward? Didn't you want to meet the hottie with the microphone?" Wes waggled his eyebrows suggestively.


  Daren snorted. "I've already met him. He's my ex-boyfriend."


  Wes's eyes widened in shock. "Seriously? Darling, why didn't you say!"


  Daren shrugged. "It was over a long time ago. I introduced him to the guitarist. You've heard me talk about my friend Taylor before. The guitarist is Taylor."


  "No shit!" Wes stared at Daren, admiration gleaming in his pale eyes. "So that's the famous Taylor. Why did you keep this to yourself? I wouldn't have been such a bitch about going if you'd given me the deets, love."


  "I don't know why I didn't say." And he didn't. For some reason, Daren hadn't felt like telling Wes that he knew the guys in Stone Sutton. He pulled into his driveway and they got out.


  Wes stared at him with wise eyes. "Do you want me to come in? I won't be offended if you don't want me to."


  "Why wouldn't I want you to come in?" Daren asked puzzled by Wes's suddenly sympathetic expression.


  "Because you're in love with that guitar player."


  Wes's soft words were laced with pity. Daren heard it plainly and his gut clenched. He tilted his chin up. "Doesn't matter. I've been in love with him for years, Wes. I was in love with him the last time I invited you in. Nothing's changed. C'mon in, it's starting to rain."


  Big drops of water spattered them as Daren spoke and with a nod, Wes followed him into the house. Standing in the foyer, they divested themselves of their jackets and then Daren took Wes in his arms. The smaller man melted against him as he usually did, but their kiss lacked heat and Daren knew in his heart that he could never again be with Wes sexually. That look of pity in his eyes had clinched it for Daren. He couldn't bear for Wes to look at him like that every time he needed to get laid.


  Later that night, hours after Wes had left, Daren sat in his bay window watching the storm. Sleep eluded him and although he had a lot of work he could have used to assuage his insomnia, he preferred to sit and watch the rain come down. The relentless downpour suited his somewhat melancholy mood. Wes had taken his walking papers with his usual equanimity, and the two of them had parted as platonic friends. But the memory of the pity in his eyes remained with Daren.


  He had a good life, a great job that he worked at from home, good friends, a nice house and car, and a seriously bad case of unrequited love. What more could a reasonably good looking gay man of twenty eight expect from life? A lifelong partner? Someone to mend his broken heart?


  Daren snorted. The idealistic part of him expected that one day he'd meet someone whose presence overwhelmed his monumental crush on Taylor. Crush the crush into dust. He grinned at his fanciful thinking. Maybe it would happen. Maybe it wouldn't. The cynical part of him figured he would always love Taylor, and no matter whom he spent his life with, there would always be a core part of him that yearned for what would never be. Either way, it meant that his life wasn't completely comfortable. He'd have to learn to live with it and stop spending every waking moment wishing for the moon and stars.


  He stared at the sheet of water coming down outside. No moon and stars tonight. Just rain and more rain. Rolling down his windows like melancholy tears of regret.


  Fuck. Now he was becoming maudlin. He rubbed his hands over his arms, realizing that he'd become a little chilled sitting so close to the glass.


  He was about to push off the cushion and head into the kitchen for a cup of hot tea when a movement outside caught his eye. He leaned closer to the glass, wishing he could swipe away some of the water. The movement came again and as he stared, the darkness and water coalesced into the shape of a man, standing on the curb looking up at his house. He squinted, trying to make out more than just the man's shape. Tall, probably an inch or two taller than his own six feet. Arms wrapped around his torso. No jacket or coat. Water dripped from long hair that framed a pale face Daren knew better than his own face.


  "Shit!"


  He bolted from the bay window, his bare feet slapping on the wood floor as he rushed to the front door. He flung it open at the same time that he flipped the light switch. The light spilled in a golden swathe onto the porch and down the walkway toward the man on the curb. The rain soaked figure lifted his head, and Daren could have sworn he saw anguish on that pale, wet face, but, of course, he was too far away to have seen such a thing. The man moved, walking slowly toward the porch, his movements stiff. He took the two steps up onto the porch with a deliberateness that spoke of pain held at bay, and an edge of panic sliced Daren. What the hell was Taylor Sutton doing standing in the rain, staring at his darkened house in the middle of the night?


  Rational thought was out of the question. Faced with a soaked Taylor, his shirt plastered to his hard chest, his long hair dripping, Daren felt his heart develop an uneven kick and his groin tightened. Foolishly, he cursed himself for wearing nothing more concealing than a thin t-shirt and loose cotton pajama bottoms, not that he'd expected to have to shield his physical reaction to Taylor from the man himself.


  He stared at the object of his unrequited love and lust. Not one thought going through his head could be spoken aloud, so he said the only other thing he could.


  "You're wet."


  Taylor's dark brows snapped together. "No shit. It's raining."


  "You're dripping all over my porch."


  Some dark emotion flashed in Taylor's eyes. "Can I come in?"


  Oh, no. Oh, no, no, no! This was a bad idea. Entertaining Taylor at this hour of the night when his defenses were pretty much nil was not just a bad idea, it was an epically bad idea. He was going to fuck up somehow. He just knew it.


  Daren took refuge in snark. "What? And drip all over my hardwood floors?"


  "This is no time to go all Christopher Lowell on me. I need a towel!"


  Taylor's words huffed out on a cloud of condensation and the icy cold of the night air finally penetrated Daren's muddled thoughts. The idiot on his doorstep was risking pneumonia! He stepped back, and Taylor stepped forward. Turning away, he rushed to the guest bath and jerked a towel from the rack. When he returned to the foyer, he found Taylor standing on the cotton rug just inside the closed door, shivering. He handed him the pale green towel.


  In silence, Taylor dried his hair and face then rubbed the towel over his soaked shirt and jeans, mopping up most of the running water. Daren watched for a minute then he gestured toward the bathroom.


  "You can dry off in there. I was just about to make some tea."


  Taylor nodded. "You got enough Earl Grey for two?"


  "Of course."


  Daren turned away, but before he could take more than one step, Taylor caught his elbow. He looked back at his friend. Amber eyes had darkened to deep gold and emotion swirled in the depths.


  "I need to talk, and I need you to listen. I wasn't standing out there in the rain because I'm crazy, Daren."


  His heart lurched painfully. "I don't think you're crazy, Taylor."


  Taylor nodded, then turned toward the bathroom, leaving Daren with his head spinning.


  As Daren boiled water, dug out mugs, tea bags and sugar, his thoughts ran the gamut of bad news. Taylor had a terminal illness, was moving away, moving in with a woman, in love, getting married… Panic started to take hold inside him. Daren dropped his forehead to the cool granite countertop.


  No, no, no, he moaned silently. His throat ached with a rush of unshed tears. He was so fucked. He so could not get his act together with regard to Taylor. Maybe it would be best if Taylor was in a relationship or moved away. Then Daren could tell the optimistic and idealistic side of his brain and heart to give it up. Give Taylor up.


  "What's wrong?"


  The deep concerned tones caught him off guard and he jerked upright, his gaze rushing to meet Taylor's. Cautious amber eyes stared back at him and he knew without a doubt that Taylor was hiding something from him. Drawing a steadying breath, his mouth kicked up in a half smile.


  "Nothing. Just berating myself for not offering you dry clothes." Daren gestured toward the pale green towel around Taylor's shoulders, a towel that matched the one around his lean waist.


  Taylor shrugged and smiled wryly. "I'm not cold any longer. I stepped into your shower for a minute with the water on scalding. Besides, your clothes are way too small for me."


  Daren scowled as he poured boiling water in the two mugs and dropped in the tea bags. He slid one across the counter toward Taylor, then dumped a teaspoon of sugar in his own cup. "I'm not that much smaller than you. Worst case scenario is that a t-shirt would be a little tight in the shoulders and my sweats would be too short. Of course, that would make you look like a dork and not the rock star that you are," he said teasingly.


  Taylor snorted. "Rock star. Yeah, right. Maybe to the locals, but to the world, I'm still a struggling musician without a record deal."


  "Only a matter of time, babe."


  Daren walked into the living room and turned on the gas fireplace. The fake logs made a crackling sound. He pulled a chenille blanket off a brass quilt rack and held it out to Taylor.


  "It's warmer and drier than those damp towels," he said gruffly and turned away to close the blinds that had been open to the storm.


  He heard the rustle of cloth as Taylor removed the towels and wrapped the blanket around himself. Turning back, Daren caught a glimpse of bare hip before Taylor sank into an overstuffed green corduroy chair before the fireplace. His best friend still looked pale and cold despite his assurance that he wasn't.


  Daren took the damp towels from Taylor and tossed them over the quilt rack before plopping down in the chair opposite his friend. He tried not to stare at the sight of Taylor's big body wrapped in the small thin blanket. Hot ribbons of lust fired his veins. God. Why had he opened the damn door? An almost naked Taylor in his house was sheer torture. Daren decided to take refuge in speech.


  "Why were you staring at my house in the middle of the night, in the middle of a storm?"


  The words fell between them with a rush of sound, a thump like a dead body hitting the floor as Taylor stared at him with an expression Daren would have called bleak on anyone else. But he knew that while Taylor was sometimes prone to being moody and dark, the extreme goth expression of doom and gloom was so not Taylor. In fact, Taylor's expression baffled him. The guy should have been flying high after a great performance.


  Briefly, Daren wondered if this was the death of his relationship with Taylor. Because, truth be told, the man looked seriously unhappy as he sat in the chair, elbows on knees, nursing the hot mug of Earl Grey tea. Daren's heart sank.


  "I didn't want to come to the door because I was afraid your date might still be here and I didn't want to interrupt."


  The palpable discomfort in Taylor's words rocked Daren. "Westley is just a friend," he explained, but Taylor shook his head.


  "At the club, before I went onstage, I saw you kiss him. You're lovers. It's in your body language. You've been intimate with him."


  A sigh escaped Daren. "Yeah, so he's blown me a few times. We're only friends now. I could never have a relationship with him. He's not my type, but he was okay as a fuck buddy until now," he admitted.


  Taylor's eyes gleamed. "Now? What's changed?" he asked, his voice curious.


  Hell. Already he'd put his foot in it. He knew letting Taylor in was a bad, bad thing. He sipped his tea, letting it scald his tongue. The pain was his penance, he thought.


  "I've changed. I guess casual sex doesn't do it for me anymore."


  Taylor's head bobbed absently. "It doesn't do it for me either."


  Another moment of silence fell and Daren resisted the urge to squirm in his chair. Finally, he blurted, "You said you wanted to talk to me…"


  "I do." Taylor sipped his tea, sniffing the bergamot scented brew. "I need to tell you a story."


  "At this hour, it would be a bedtime story." Daren made a face and a brief smile lit Taylor's face.


  "It's not pretty enough for a bedtime story, but it might put you to sleep," he acceded wryly. "I need to tell you about my family, who I really am. It occurred to me that I'm closer to you than any other person in the world, but you don't know the truth."


  "The truth about what? Spit it all out, Taylor. I'm not going anywhere. I have all the time in the world for you." Daren tried to be soothing because he could tell Taylor was nervous.


  "I'm not who you think I am, Dare. On a lot of fronts."


  What. The. Hell? Daren had no idea what Taylor could possibly be hiding, but whatever it was really upset the guy. And he wanted to listen, he truly did, but the damned lap blanket Taylor wore made him want to bend the guy over. Or drop to his knees. It was damned distracting! All that golden flesh on display turned Daren into a quivering mass of I'm-in-love-with-a-straight-guy jelly. If he were more of a flamer maybe he'd consider going transgender to have Taylor, but he really didn't think he'd make a very attractive woman. And he had no idea what to do with a pair of boobs, let alone what would happen to his cock and balls.


  Daren shuddered a little at the thought of going under the knife in a sex change operation. Ugh. He was gay, not a woman. The limits of love apparently stopped just shy of the surgeon's scalpel. As soon as Taylor left, he'd go upstairs and masturbate just to celebrate being male.


  "Sutton isn't exactly my last name."


  Taylor's words reined in Daren's wayward thoughts. With his focus back on Taylor's need to tell his life story, Daren cocked a brow up at his best friend.


  "My full name is Taylor Colby Sutton-Jones," he said softly while gazing at Daren with an expectant expression.


  Daren blinked. "That's a mouthful, but you seem to think it should mean something to me."


  "It should." Taylor grimaced and sipped his tea. "My mother is Daisy Sutton."


  The name had a familiarity to it that set the wheels in Daren's head turning. A flash of brilliant white teeth in a piquant face with a famous smile framed by luxurious red curls came to him. He could feel astonishment slackening the muscles in his face as his mouth dropped open.


  Taylor nodded, his amber eyes dark with emotion. "I can see you know her name which means you know my father is Gavin Jones of Deceiver."


  Only one of the biggest rock bands ever to come out of England. Right up there with the Rolling Stones, Led Zeppelin and The Who. Daren sat his tea mug on the flagstone of the hearth with a muted thud. He stared in profound shock at Taylor who gazed back at him with eyes filled with nervousness and a wealth of other emotions Daren couldn't quite name.


  "Well, okay. That is a pretty big omission on your part. You said your dad travelled a lot for his work, but you never said what he did. I figured that was because you also said you didn't exactly get along with him." Bits of things Taylor had said to him over the past five years about his family started coming back to him.


  Taylor sighed and set his mug down too. "My father doesn't want me to be a musician. He wanted me to be a lawyer, if you can believe it. My parents are very Bohemian and I was raised in an environment where creativity thrived, yet my father wanted me to take the bar." He shook his head as if he could still hardly believe it. "I'm a product of my upbringing. Sure, I went to the best private schools in the world and I have a degree in economics from Stanford, but I also play a dozen instruments. I first picked up a guitar at age four according to my mother."


  "And you're hugely talented. I don't understand why your father would be unhappy with that." Daren knew first hand that parents often weren't rational when it came to what they wanted in life for their children. His own parents accepted his sexual orientation but they wished he wasn't gay because they knew life held additional challenges for those who weren't straight.


  "My father thinks the music industry is turning to shit. He'd rather I have a career in a stable industry." Taylor shrugged and pushed back his long curly brown hair, still damp from the rain and his shower. He launched into a monologue about not wanting to go to Stanford and his father overruling him.


  While Taylor talked about his spats with his father over school and his major, Daren's mind drifted. He listened with half an ear to Taylor's descriptions of his first solo gigs playing coffee houses around Palo Alto and San Francisco while in college, but his mind drifted to what he'd like to do to the muscular body that peeped out from beneath the soft beige blanket. Taylor waxed poetic about how music had finally taken hold of him in a serious way and Daren imagined bending Taylor over the green chair.


  Visions of a taut ass and long muscular legs teased Daren unmercifully. He cursed himself for not lacing the tea with booze so he could loosen Taylor's inhibitions. As Taylor went on to describe telling his mother about wanting to be a musician, Daren plotted how he could possibly get his best friend drunk enough to fuck. He knew he wasn't being a very good friend by only paying cursory attention to Taylor's story, but he'd been in love with the man so long that his defenses could only take so much. Having Taylor sitting two feet away, almost naked and fresh from a shower, on a night when he'd already been feeling vulnerable was far more than his weak control could handle.


  "But my career choices aren't the only reason my father and I don't exactly get along."


  Daren snapped out of his dreams of licking the crease between Taylor's gorgeous ass cheeks. He stared at his friend questioningly. "There's more to this bedtime story than the fact that you probably have a multi-million dollar trust fund, a mother who was a famous model and a father who is a famous bass player?" Daren couldn't imagine what secret Taylor hid that made his face darken like one of the storm clouds that currently blanketed the sky outside.


  Dropping his head so that his damp curls fell forward, obscuring his face, Taylor twisted his long fingers together. His pose was one of nervousness tinged with fear. The tension radiating from his body made Daren's heart pound. Was this where Taylor told him one of the things he'd thought of earlier, the bad things, any one of which would break Daren's heart?


  "When I said I was tired of casual sex, I wasn't one hundred percent honest with you, Dare."


  The soft words confused Daren. He couldn't get a grip on Taylor's confessions in part because the guy now had his face hidden. Whatever the hell he was trying to say about sex had Daren frowning in confusion.


  "I don't understand."


  A heavy sigh escaped Taylor and he raised his head. Daren could see a faint flush coloring the man's sculpted cheekbones and his amber eyes glittered feverishly, over bright with emotion.


  "Dare, I don't do casual sex at all anymore. I tried for years to be what my father said I needed to be if I wanted to be a successful musician. I had a different gorgeous woman on my arm every night, at every gig." Taylor shook his head sadly. "I hated it. It wasn't me. I need something else."


  Daren braced himself. This was where Taylor told him he was getting married. He just knew it. He held his breath and wished his chest would stop aching.


  "I need a steady relationship and…and I need it with someone other than all the women who constantly chase after me." Taylor sucked in a deep, audible breath and his next words froze Daren in shock. "My father and I don't get along because he swears you can't be gay and be a rock star. I disagree, but for years I tried to be everything he wanted other than an attorney. I figured if I wasn't going to do that for him, the least I could do was try to be straight."


  The dark head lifted slowly and Taylor's gaze met Daren's. "But I can't do that any longer. I'm not straight, and I don't want to be. Ever since I met you, it's been harder and harder to be something I'm not. I'm unhappy and I don't want to be." A quaver entered Taylor's voice. "I've been in love with you for five years, Daren. Every man you've been with since we met has driven a stake through my heart. I can't do this anymore. Either it's you and me or I need to not see so much of you because you're breaking my heart."


  "Holy shit."


  The soft whisper escaped Daren's lips almost without thought as he stared wide-eyed at Taylor. His best friend appeared anguished, his body tense as a bow, eyes glittering with suppressed emotion. Long minutes passed as he tried to assimilate Taylor's words, tried to shift his reality of straight Taylor who would never love him back to gay Taylor who was just as much in love with him as he was with Taylor.


  Finally, Taylor's expression began to turn hopeful. "Dare?" he murmured, the sound almost pleading despite its softness.


  Daren drew a shuddering breath. "I'm trying not to tackle you to the floor like a crazed animal. If you don't want me to do that, then I need a minute to process what you said."


  A smile began to tentatively curve Taylor's lips. "I think it would be okay if you tackled me to the floor if that meant you were going to kiss me."


  The soft words held a wealth of yearning in them that Daren couldn't be nonchalant about. His heart was going a mile a minute and the only thing his brain could truly understand was that Taylor had said he loved him. He raised one arm and pinched the tender underside hard. Pain lanced through his flesh, and he winced. The hope in Taylor's golden gaze grew.


  "I'm not asleep."


  The wonder in his words spurred them both into motion. Daren surged to his feet as Taylor reached out a hand. He grasped the hand and jerked Taylor up, taking a step forward so that their bodies came together with an audible thud. Pleasure and an unbearable growing excitement took hold of Daren. He reached up and framed Taylor's handsome face with his hands.


  "I've dreamed of this moment for five years. I am not going to mess it up," he vowed as he pulled his best friend's head down and rose up on his toes. "Even if I have to stand on my tiptoes to get it done right."


  Daren's mouth took Taylor's with tenderness, his lips slanting over Taylor's with deliberate care. His parted lips coaxed Taylor's open, and he let the tip of his tongue briefly touch the fullness of the other man's lower lip. Taylor shuddered in his arms, the blanket slipping from one shoulder. Daren sipped at Taylor's lips, tasting the Earl Grey tea they'd been drinking. Taylor's hands gripped Daren's waist, his fingers digging into the flesh of his hips, clinging to him tightly as the kiss began to heat.


  The vulnerability he sensed in Taylor had Daren pulling back from the kiss before it could turn sexual. His thumbs caressed Taylor's cheekbones as he took in the shell shocked expression of adoration in his best friend's eyes. Never in his life had a man looked at him with that much emotion. Fear and excitement coiled together in the pit of his stomach.


  "As much as I would love to haul you straight to bed, there are things we need to talk about first," he said. "Wrap that blanket around you so I can concentrate."


  Taylor's hands dropped from Daren's waist and he tucked the blanket around his hips. His mouth curved into a sexy smile and Daren could hardly look away from the full, damp lips that moments ago had been plastered to his. He grabbed Taylor by the hand and pulled him over to the couch. As they sat down, Taylor pressed his body against Daren's, wrapping an arm around him. Left with no other comfortable place to put his arms, Daren curved them around Taylor. His eyes closed as happiness washed over him.


  "You look the way I feel."


  Daren opened his eyes and found Taylor smiling at him. "And what's that? Horny?" he quipped, unable to stop feeling as effervescent as a bottle of champagne.


  "Happy. Bone deep happy," Taylor said on a sigh, his face alight with contentment.


  "Ahhh. Well, you'll be more happy when my bone is deep inside you." Daren couldn't resist the joke. After all, it wasn't every day a man's dreams came true.


  A faint flush stained Taylor's sculptured cheekbones. Daren noted the color and realized they really did need to have a little chat before things progressed any further. He tightened his arms around Taylor, loving the solid feel of that tall body against his.


  "You know, love is important and us finding each other is a miracle in a world filled with divorce and bad relationships," he began carefully. "But there's more to consider if we're going to be together, Taylor. Does this mean you're coming out? Or are you going to hide us from the world? Because God knows I'd do that for you, but I don't want to."


  Taylor shook his head, his expression solemn. "I don't want to hide anything anymore. I can't be in the closet any longer. Not for Stone Sutton, not for my dad, not for anything. I'm almost thirty years old, and I've never been truly happy. I deserve this. I deserve you, Dare."


  The vehemence in Taylor's words convinced Daren that the man wasn't going to bolt back into the closet the moment one of his fans discovered he wasn't straight. And written on his handsome face was a determination Daren had never seen before. No matter how hard it would be to come out to the world, Taylor Sutton-Jones wasn't about to return to his old life of deception.


  Daren stroked his hands up Taylor's back, one palm dipping beneath the blanket to touch warm flesh. Taylor hissed in a breath and his muscles quivered.


  "Then, there's only one other thing we need to discuss, baby," he murmured, watching Taylor's every movement and expression. "How much do you know about being with a man? How experienced are you?"


  The flush on Taylor's face deepened, but he didn't seem uncomfortable with the question to Daren's immense relief. He didn't want to put a foot wrong with Taylor and that meant knowing exactly what Taylor had done or not done in the past.


  "I fooled around in college," he said in a low voice. "A lot of making out and rubbing up against each another. Hand jobs, some oral sex, nothing uh, anal."


  Oh, fuck yeah. Taylor's ass was cherry. Daren's cock swelled at the thought of being the only man ever to get inside Taylor Sutton. But again, he told his libido to calm the eff down. There was more he needed to know.


  "So you want me to fuck you." It wasn't precisely a question because Daren thought he knew the answer, but he wanted Taylor to say it. Say it and accept that it would happen. Possibly as soon as tonight.


  Taylor's hands came up and his palms cupped Daren's cheeks. Shivers chased their way down Daren's spine. He'd never known his face to be an erogenous zone before. God, in about two heartbeats he would be falling into Taylor arms, letting the other man do whatever he wanted to him. The calloused fingers he'd always wanted to touch him stroked his skin almost reverently.


  "Yes. I want you to fuck me, but I want to fuck you too," Taylor murmured. "It's all I dream about. Being inside you. You being inside me. Our fingers threaded together as our hips move…"


  Daren moaned. He couldn't help himself. Taylor's words brought his dreams to life. And the visual inside his head was beyond hot. Shaking with lust, he rose to his feet, pulling Taylor upright.


  "Upstairs. Now. Anything else we have to say to one another can be done in the comfort of my bed."


  Taylor's smile was slow and sensual and it turned Daren's guts to mush. "Aren't you moving a little fast? We've only kissed once. You'll think I'm easy," he teased.


  A bark of laughter escaped Daren as he tugged Taylor along behind him, headed for the stairs. "Fast? For five years, I've been whacking off to visions of you. That's not fast. That's so slow it makes Chinese water torture seem like a game of Chutes and Ladders."


  "Chutes and Ladders sounds like a sex game to me."


  Daren turned and stared at Taylor in wonder. "Where have you been hiding this sexy side? I always thought you were dark and brooding and figured it for a musician thing. Now, I'm discovering you're a smart-mouthed tease who can't stop smiling at me."


  Taylor shoved Daren against the stair rail and rubbed his hips against Daren's. "I was dark and brooding because I wanted you and thought I couldn't have you. Do you know how fucking jealous I was of Stone? It's my fault he broke up with you. I pushed him so hard to make the band work, he had no time for you. I did it deliberately because I hated the fact that he was with you, that you loved him instead of me."


  Shocked, Daren stared up at Taylor's face. His expression was somber and a little belligerent, as if he was proud of what he'd done. Daren swallowed hard. The truth shone from his best friend's amber eyes. Taylor had hated every moment of Daren's relationship with Stone. A little demon inside him selfishly reveled in that fact. Every woman Taylor had fucked had torn Daren's heart to shreds. Knowing that his relationship with Stone had filled Taylor with jealousy seemed a fitting bit of tit for tat.


  Daren slipped his hands inside the blanket wrapped around Taylor's waist. "Do you know how much time we've wasted?"


  "Five years?" Taylor shifted his hips and the blanket slipped lower.


  "No. The five years was a test. We've been forged in the fire, baby." Daren winked and began to tug at the blanket. "No, we've wasted the last ninety minutes. We could have been in my bed screwing our brains out, but noooo. It's taken us forever to hash this thing out between us when all we really need is the bed, some lube and some condoms. Look at us. We're still on the fucking stairs."


  Taylor ducked his head and came against Daren hard, his body pushing Daren's into the wood of the stair rail as he took Daren's mouth in a searing kiss. It was not the kiss of an inexperienced man. From the press of Taylor's lips to the sweep of his tongue, he mastered Daren's mouth. He mastered Daren's entire body, his heart and his soul. If Taylor hadn't been holding him, Daren would have crumpled into a pool of want, quivering on the stairs like melting Jell-o.


  Instead of turning into a dying dessert, Daren found who he was always meant to be. Taylor's tongue slid alongside his and heat flared inside him. Taylor sucked on his tongue and his senses hummed, becoming attuned to his best friend and soon to be lover. Taylor moaned into his mouth and Daren's soul took wing, glomming onto Taylor's with an almost audible click as they fit together, uniting the two into a single entity. Daren knew in that moment that nothing else in his life would ever be so right.


  ****


  No one had ever kissed Daren as well or as thoroughly as Taylor did. For a split second, he thought of all the men he'd been with. No one serious except Stone. No one he'd wanted to spend hours kissing and tasting. He wanted to savor Taylor though. He wanted every little thing to last forever.


  And so when Taylor maneuvered him one step at a time up the stairs, between kisses and in the middle of kisses, he never realized he was moving. When Taylor backed him toward his bedroom door, all he noticed was the feel of Taylor's palms slipping beneath the waistband of his pajama bottoms to caress the upper curves of his ass. And when Taylor dropped the blanket only a few steps from the side of the bed, it took a full five seconds for Daren to recognize the warmth of flesh beneath his hands instead of the chenille of the blanket.


  Tearing his mouth from Taylor's, he stumbled backward and the side of the bed thumped his legs. He tumbled down and didn't even really notice when he hit the bed in a sprawl. His gaze was riveted on Taylor's naked body. God, the man's shoulders were about ten feet wider than he'd thought they were. And his stomach had an eight pack not six. His thighs bulged with lean muscle and his arms were sculpted, one covered from elbow to shoulder with swirling tribal lines. On the other arm was a green rampant lion dripping blood. Daren vaguely recalled the origin of the tattoo being his family's herald.


  Taylor's body loomed over him. "Was your date up here?" he asked roughly, his voice edged with jealousy. "Cause if he was, we're changing the sheets now."


  Daren shook his head. "I don't bring men up here and I wasn't with Wes that way tonight," he replied, his breath almost choking him. "It was never more than blow jobs anyway."


  Another growl escaped Taylor. "I don't want to hear about that little peacock putting his mouth on you."


  He reached down and pulled on Daren's plaid pajama bottoms. They slid down his hips, exposing his pubic hair. Taylor tugged harder and they slid to Daren's thighs, his full cock springing free. They both groaned. Taylor pulled the pajama bottoms free of Daren's body, leaving him naked from the waist down.


  Daren held his breath as Taylor stared at his cock. He glanced at it critically, trying to see it as Taylor did. A decent length. Just shy of eight inches and thick. Cut with a smooth red head and a slight curve to the left. Daren had never had a complaint before. Most of the men he'd been with had been impressed, but this was Taylor looking at his dick, and he suddenly wished he was longer or thicker or…something more than he was. But Taylor's expression showed only a rapt fascination with Daren's pride and joy.


  "Take the shirt off, Dare," Taylor said softly, his gaze never leaving Daren's cock.


  Moving awkwardly, Daren pulled his t-shirt off and flung it to the floor. Taylor hissed in a breath, his amber gaze raking Daren with such intensity that Daren felt it like a touch.


  "Jesus. You look like that model." Taylor's words were soft with reverence. "Levi Poulter. Same sandy blond hair falling over your forehead. Same lean build. Same freckles on your shoulders. But your eyes are the most brilliant green I've ever seen and your face is far more beautiful than his. So much more beautiful." Taylor sucked in a breath. "And you and that big dick are all mine."


  Daren smiled and the small knot of tension in his gut melted. Whatever nervousness he'd had at being with Taylor dissolved. He had a feeling that nothing in his life had prepared him for this moment. Whatever happened between him and Taylor would be new for both of them because this was love. This was what happened when you gave your heart to someone and followed it up by giving them your body and soul as well.


  He sat up, forcing Taylor back a half step. He placed his hands on Taylor's hips and pulled him forward. Staring him in the face was one of the largest cocks he'd ever seen. Porn star large. It made his mouth water. He opened his lips and slid his tongue the length of that big cock. Taylor let out a strangled cry.


  Daren didn't really notice the sounds Taylor made. His ears were filled with the sound of slurping as Taylor's cock filled his mouth and then some. For a man who prided himself on the sterling quality of his blow jobs, Daren found himself struggling to make the grade. He was unused to having such a big dick in his mouth. And although he knew he could handle it if he concentrated and relaxed the muscles in his throat, the fact that it was Taylor's dick in his mouth made him nervous.


  So for the first few strokes and sucks, his rhythm was all off. He made a lot of slurping noises and drool oozed from the corner of his mouth. He even gagged once. It was a mortifying moment. Daren had pictured himself being suave and self-assured, showing Taylor how a real man made love to his male lover. Instead, he gave a completely amateur performance. All it needed to make him look like the rankest newbie cock sucker was a scrape of teeth. Which of course he did on the third stroke.


  Eyes closed in humiliation, Daren concentrated on the hard flesh between his lips. Hands cupped his head and fingers threaded through his hair caressing his scalp. Taylor moved his hips a little, causing his cock to slide luxuriously against Daren's lips and tongue. They both moaned.


  "Easy, babe. We have all night. You do not have to suck the skin off my dick in the first five minutes," Taylor murmured in an amused voice. "Although I appreciate you trying to impersonate a Hoover."


  Daren glared up at him, his mouth stretched wide around Taylor's erection. Did the man not understand that this first BJ was a point of pride? No self respecting gay man wanted his first time with a new lover to include a botched blow job. Oh, no. Daren was determined to give Taylor the best cock sucking he'd ever had. If he could just stop feeling like a hot air balloon about to launch and concentrate…


  He closed his eyes and stroked the flat of his palms up Taylor's hair roughened thighs. The hard muscles quivered and pleasure flowed through him. He was touching Taylor, and nothing in the world had ever felt so fine. His throat relaxed, his tongue took flight, and he stopped wasting his drool. His cheeks hollowed on a long, deep suck as one hand cupped Taylor's full balls, tugging gently on the sac.


  "Holy shit, Dare."


  Taylor's words held a reverence that made Daren smile to himself. Now, that was more like it. He let his lips glide the length of Taylor's thick cock, bobbing his head as his mouth fucked that hard length of flesh. He swallowed, his throat convulsing around the sensitive head and Taylor wobbled.


  "My God. Nothing has ever felt this good before," Taylor rasped, his voice deep with passion and filled with awe at what Daren was doing to his dick.


  Daren applied himself to that cock, sucking and licking it, leaving no spot untouched. When Taylor's hips began to thrust, Daren knew he had taken control. His palms inched around the hard curves of Taylor's ass until his fingertips came to rest on the crease. Taylor whimpered.


  If Daren could have grinned an evil grin in that moment he would have. The whimper told him Taylor was completely his. Which is why he chose that exact moment to slip a finger between the tight globes of Taylor's ass and stroke the heated pucker at the center.


  A cry of bliss escaped Taylor. Daren glanced up at his lover's face and found it completely spellbound. He removed his finger and watched the loss flicker in Taylor's eyes. He held the finger up and Taylor licked it, eagerly wetting it with his spit. Daren returned his finger to the hot spot between Taylor's cheeks and this time he pressed it inward.


  Taylor hissed in a breath, his amber eyes darkening. For a moment, the wrinkled flesh resisted and then Taylor breathed out, his ass unclenching. Daren slipped his finger two knuckles deep inside the man he wanted to fuck more than he wanted air. Taylor's eyes widened. Daren pushed the finger deeper, almost unmanned at the heat of the tight flesh that sucked at his digit. Coming just from blowing Taylor and finger fucking him, without even a stroke to his own cock, would be the height of embarrassment. After all, he was supposed to be the experienced one, in control of the situation as well as both their bodies. Unfortunately, getting his finger up in Taylor was the highlight of his life to date. Daren figured at the rate he was going, he'd probably pass out from pleasure the instant he put his dick inside the man. He needed a lot more control than he currently possessed.


  Hard thumbs caressed his cheeks.


  "Daren."


  He gazed up at Taylor and found his lover smiling at him.


  "As amazing as that feels, it's not your finger I want in my ass."


  Daren's cock jerked and released a stream of pre-cum. Reluctantly, he pulled his finger free of Taylor's ass and leaned back, letting that magnificent cock slip from his still sucking mouth. He stared up at Taylor, dazed by the strongest lust he'd ever felt.


  "Where's your lube and condoms?"


  Shock dropped Daren's mouth open. Taylor continued to smile down at him while caressing his head and face. Even though he seemed ridden with lust, he also seemed completely in control, which annoyed Daren. He pulled his head away and stood up, hands on hips.


  "Oh, no you don't, mister. I am the one in charge here tonight. I'm the experienced one. I will orchestrate the seduction and de-flowering, not you." Daren huffed a little as Taylor's grin widened. "Besides, you can't be in charge of your own cherry popping. It's…it's… unprecedented."


  Taylor reached down and shoved the covers back on Daren's bed, then sprawled on the sheets, his cock glistening wetly against his hard abdomen. He spread his thighs, the flesh moving with a tantalizing slowness.


  "Lube. Condom," he whispered to Daren who stomped one foot in frustration.


  "You are not in control." Daren leveled a finger at him and shook it a little. But Taylor only continued to smile the sweet, seductive smile that drove Daren's temperature into the red zone.


  "I can't wait for the day when we get tested and can go bare. I can't wait to feel you fill my ass with your cum."


  Daren's eyes widened. The fucker was totally seducing him! The virgin was seducing him! He gaped at Taylor, wondering how his perfect, masterful blow job had turned into an episode of Seducing Daren.


  With a little snort of disgust at his own weakness, Daren stomped into the bathroom and returned with a box of condoms. He took one out and tossed the box on the bedside table. While he'd been gone, Taylor had found the bottle of lube in the drawer of that same table. He reached out and took the condom from Daren's hand and placed it on the mattress beside the lube. Then Taylor wrapped his fingers around Daren's and tugged.


  Daren thumped onto his butt on the side of the bed. He glared at the supplies then at Taylor. But the deep emotion in Taylor's golden eyes leeched away his annoyance, leaving behind an aching need to hold Taylor in his arms. He crawled onto the big body he adored and locked lips with Taylor. They writhed and squirmed and rubbed against each other, hands and bodies touching everywhere while their tongues dueled and teased. Their two wet cocks did a bump and grind that had Daren reaching for the supplies sooner rather than later as the friction became way too much for him to handle.


  Panting, he tore open the packet and rolled the condom over his aching erection. Taylor's eyes glowed as he closed his lubed hand around Daren's flesh. A shiver went through Daren as that calloused hand, the one he'd dreamed of touching him, stroked his cock with an expert gliding twist. And then Taylor's hips canted upward as his thighs parted, making a place for Daren between them. Rocking back onto his heels as he knelt in the space Taylor provided, Daren held out one trembling hand. Taylor squirted lube on it.


  "Go on. It's time, Daren. De-flower me," he whispered with a wicked glint in his eyes. "Fuck my cherry ass."


  Daren stuck his tongue out, making a face. "You bastard. You've been hiding this dirty mouthed sexy boy from me. I don't think I even know you." He fisted his cock and watched as Taylor's gaze locked onto the movement of his hand on his own erection. "How can I fuck you if I don't even know you? Where's my broody almost shy about gay sex Taylor?"


  Taylor took a leaf out of Daren's book and began to stroke his own cock. One dark brow arched up in a provocative expression. "Your Taylor has never been shy about gay sex, Dare. He's only been a little embarrassed by his lack of experience with it. Other than a few encounters that only served to make him want it more, he's done nothing but fantasize about it and watch a shit ton of gay porn."


  "Really? You and gay porn?" Daren couldn't stop the sappy grin that curved his lips.


  "Yes, me and gay porn and about a million fantasies of it being me and you instead of actors." He nudged Daren's thigh with his knee. "No more talking, Dare. I'm serious. I need you inside me. I love you."


  And with those words, Daren again became the puddle of melted Jell-o. He leaned forward and Taylor obligingly pulled his knees toward his gorgeous chest, exposing the pink flesh that Daren sought. Closer and closer he leaned until he could reach out and flick his tongue over the pucker. An agonized moan escaped Taylor and his body visibly quaked. Daren licked and sucked at the tender hole, wriggling his talented tongue inside while Taylor began to make a sound that reminded Daren suspiciously of keening.


  When Taylor's body started trembling violently, he reared back and slipped his lube slicked finger into his lover's virgin anus. Taylor grunted and pressed back against the finger. Daren pressed another finger into the hole, this time feeling for Taylor's gland. When his fingers brushed it, Taylor screamed, his body bowing upward.


  "Fuck!" Wild-eyed, he stared up at Daren, his chest heaving. "That felt amazing. I want more. I need more."


  Pulling his fingers free of Taylor's clinging flesh, Daren edged closer and pointed his cock at the pink entrance. He drew a deep breath and flexed his hips. The broad head of his cock butted up against Taylor's anus. He pushed and the flesh gave. With his sensitive crown buried in Taylor he sought his lover's gaze.


  "I've never had a virgin," he confessed in a voice soft with emotion.


  "I've never had so much as a finger in my ass before," Taylor replied instantly. He smiled. "It burns a little but God, it feels good. I want you inside me, Dare. No one but you."


  Daren no longer cared if Taylor was orchestrating his own de-flowering. As Daren carefully pressed his cock deeper, the slick heat of Taylor's channel owned his brain. The sensation of being inside the man he'd dreamed of for years left his thoughts scattered and his body rapt. Once seated completely inside Taylor, he stared into the handsome face beneath his. Enthralled didn't begin to cover the expression on his lover's face. Delirious bliss mixed with wonder lit his amber eyes. Daren knew he'd go to his grave remembering that moment and the look on Taylor's face.


  "I love you. You were made for me and I was made for this," Taylor whispered almost reverently.


  With a flex of his hips, Daren gave a few shallow thrusts, enough to make his cockhead bump over Taylor's prostate. The keening sound returned and the next thing Daren knew, he was pumping away at Taylor's ass, while his lover thrust up to meet every stroke. Their skin slicked with sweat and they panted, moaned and groaned their way toward their first orgasm. Daren couldn't believe how hot and tight Taylor was nor how eagerly he took to fucking. The man was made for sex and luckily, he was all Daren's now.


  Leaning on one arm, Daren wrapped his hand around Taylor's porn star cock. Their gazes locked and Daren's voice came out in a breathless rush.


  "I'm gonna come. I want you with me, Taylor. I need you with me." He rocked harder against Taylor's ass cheeks, his thrusts coming faster now as the heated burn of his orgasm flashed up from his balls to wreath his spine and take over his body.


  Taylor moaned, his fingers digging into Daren's shoulders as he wrapped his long legs around Daren's pistoning hips. "Daren," he moaned. "My Dare. Oh, fuck this feels good!"


  And in that moment, Daren no longer belonged to himself. The thick cock in his hand pulsed as jets of warm, sticky fluid erupted from the head, down over his fingers and onto Taylor's chest. His hips pushed his cock deep into Taylor's tightly clutching ass as he exploded into a million bits of sensation, his cum filling the thin latex that separated his flesh from Taylor's.


  Tears trickled down Daren's cheeks as he nuzzled Taylor's throat. He knew he was being a total fairy letting his emotions overcome him, but he didn't give a damn, and he knew that Taylor didn't either. "I love you, Taylor. God, I love you so much."


  Taylor's arms cradled him and the soothing sound of his lover's voice murmuring incoherent endearments filled his ears. Daren had never felt so elated, exhausted and raw with emotion at the same time. He burrowed into Taylor, his cock still buried deep in his lover, his face in the crook of Taylor's neck and his body enfolded in Taylor's muscular arms.


  "This is heaven, isn't it? You're some kind of fallen angel, aren't you?"


  Taylor chuckled softly. "No. I'm just a man who loves you from the top of your sandy head to the soles of your big feet and every freckle in between. Thank you for popping my cherry in such a spectacular way."


  Daren lifted his head and stared into Taylor's face, lovingly tracing the beloved features with soft fingers. "You're welcome is so inadequate."


  A deep laugh rumbled up from Taylor's chest. "I'm sure you'll find a perfectly gay way to express your gratitude just as soon as you recover from me blowing your mind with the best orgasm of your life."


  Daren pulled a face. "How do you know it was the best?"


  "Because there isn't anything I don't know about you any longer, my Dare. This is just the beginning."


  Taylor kissed Daren and the last rational thought Daren had before his senses became swamped with Taylor once more was that the damned man owned him lock, stock, and one smoking, spent cock.


  ****


  Daren's nerves felt slightly raw by the time they pulled up in the parking lot of the Grinder. Taylor had chosen the place where they'd met and where Stone Sutton had originally formed as the venue for his public come out. His new lover had phoned the band and asked them to meet him. Since they often did this following a gig, Daren knew the guys would have no idea what was in store for them this blustery day.


  He stared at the weathered brick side of the coffeehouse and chewed the inside of his cheek nervously. He hadn't been sure that going "cold turkey" was the best way to tell the world that Taylor was gay. His sense had been to only let a few people at a time in on the news. But when Taylor had said he was tired of living a lie, he'd meant it. The man positively vibrated with the need to shout it from the rooftops, and he was sure everything would be okay. Having seen firsthand how coming out affected people whom you thought wouldn't have a problem with the news, Daren wasn't so sure everything would be fine.


  A warm hand covered his denim clad knee and he raised his gaze to Taylor's. A smile of utter happiness and freedom wreathed the man's gorgeous face. Daren's heart thumped heavily.


  "It will be okay. I promise. It doesn't matter if someone doesn't come around. I don't need anyone's approval," Taylor insisted gently. "All I need is you."


  Daren heaved a sigh and picked up the hand that lay on his knee. He brought it to his mouth and kissed the palm. He could sense the sexual tension rising within Taylor, stretched bow-tight inside him the longer Daren held his lover's hand to his open mouth. He tickled the tender skin with his tongue and Taylor sucked in a harsh breath.


  "I didn't really want to do this with a hard on, Dare," Taylor said wryly.


  Dropping Taylor's hand, Daren laughed. "Why the hell not? Fly your rainbow flag proudly."


  "I don't have a problem flying my rainbow flag. I just don't want everyone staring at my flagpole." Taylor's amber eyes glittered with a lethal combination of lust and amusement.


  "No kiss for good luck then." Daren heaved another sigh, this one decidedly dramatic. "I suppose all my praise and accolades for what you're doing will have to wait until we're alone."


  Taylor leaned close and whispered in Daren's ear, "The next time we're alone, you can praise and accolade your cock right into my ass."


  A surge of lust pressed Daren's dick up against the metal buttons of his jeans. He reached for the car door muttering, "And I thought I was the girl in this relationship."


  "Oh, no," Taylor said with a wide grin. "We get to take turns. Makes it all so much more fun that way."


  "How the hell did you get so comfortable being gay so quickly?" Daren got out of Taylor's SUV and shut the door. "I swear it took me years to talk to a man the way you talk to me."


  Taylor came around the back of the truck and took Daren's hand in his, lacing their fingers together. "I'm comfortable with you. I'm comfortable with feeling happy for the first time since I was a kid. If being gay means I get to feel like this every day, I think they should bottle it and sell it. It would end all the wars."


  "Now, you're turning all liberal on me." Daren returned Taylor's grin with one of his own. "Let's get this over with before my flagpole decides to make an appearance. Wouldn't do to be showing that off in front of my ex."


  At the mention of Stone Bradley, Taylor's face clouded a little, but Daren squeezed his hand and they walked across the parking lot to the door of the coffeehouse. The instant they stepped inside, the scent of coffee and fresh baked bread swirled around them. Daren had always loved how the Grinder smelled. It had made working there during college less of a chore. Of course, he'd loved going to work because he'd known he would see Taylor too.


  The manager waved at them from behind the counter and they both returned the wave, Daren with his right hand and Taylor with his left. And that was the moment that everyone noticed they were holding hands. The band, seated on a couch and loveseat around a coffee table in a corner of the room, stared wide-eyed as they strolled over, Taylor leading Daren.


  The drummer, a dishwater blond, surfer lookalike named Alex, shook his head in shock. "Wow. Way to make a statement Sutton."


  Keene, the rhythm guitarist who doubled as keyboardist, pursed his lips and looked them both over from the top of their heads to their feet and back again. "Whatever floats your boat, Tay. At least you have good taste," he said with a nod toward Daren.


  A loud yawn drew their gazes to the bassist, a skinny guy dressed all in black with gauges in his ears. "I'm fuckin' sleepy. Is this why you dragged me outta bed? So you could show me that you banged Daren? Dude. I don't care who you bang. If you're happy, I'm happy for ya."


  "Thanks, Ron." Taylor smiled at the bass player, who propped his Doc Martens on the table, crossed his skinny arms over his chest and closed his eyes.


  Finally, Daren got the nerve up to look Stone Bradley in the eyes. Shock rippled through him right down to the soles of his feet. The smug little smile on Stone's chiseled lips was a perfect accompaniment to the knowing gleam in the singer's aquamarine eyes. His broad chest expanded on a satisfied sigh.


  "I don't know which one of you finally made the first move, but I have to say, I'm thankful one of you did." He shook his head, his long blond mane flowing over his shoulders in a way that usually made the female fans of Stone Sutton sigh with longing. "I thought for sure I was going to have to lock the two of you in a room together or something. I've never seen such a pair of pathetic, lovelorn divas. Both of you were so busy wallowing in unrequited love that you never saw the truth."


  Daren and Taylor exchanged an astonished glance. "Explain," Daren demanded of his former boyfriend.


  Stone waved a hand at the other loveseat and Taylor tugged Daren down beside him, his fingers squeezing Daren's reassuringly. They both turned to Stone who sipped his coffee nonchalantly while stealing a piece of Ron's chocolate muffin. He popped it into his mouth, his smug expression never changing even as he chewed.


  "Dude, I saw that," Ron said in an accusing murmur, his eyes never opening.


  "Go fuck yourself," Stone told him pleasantly.


  Ron snorted. "I will. As soon as all the drama is done and I can go back to my bed."


  "That's a bad visual there." Keene grimaced as he too stole a piece of Ron's muffin. "TMI, Ron."


  "Well, if you'd all stop stealing my breakfast and get on with the explanations, we could all go home to our beds and let our private lives be just that…private." The bassist opened his eyes and glared at the decimated muffin. Sitting up, he shoved the plate toward Stone and Keene before resuming his reclining pose, eyes closed once more.


  "You knew," Daren said to Stone, his tone almost accusatory.


  Stone laughed. "Dare, everyone knew. At least, I think everyone knew you were in love with Taylor." He paused and looked at the other guys who nodded. "But they all thought Taylor would never get his shit together and come out. Me, I always had faith that the two of you would one day end up like this. But then, I believe in happy endings."


  The fact that the entire band had known how he felt about Taylor shocked Daren. But it was Stone who surprised him the most. He stared at his ex-boyfriend, the man he'd slept with and crushed on for a full six months when they'd first met. How much did Stone really know? he wondered.


  "I can see you thinking, Dare so I'll lay it all out for you." Stone's smiled widened and he leaned forward, elbows on knees, his gaze holding Daren's. "The first time you brought me here and introduced me to Taylor, I knew you had a thing for him. And I could see that you believed it was one sided and totally inappropriate. Since I kinda had a thing for you at the time, I wasn't about to do or say anything that would mess up my chances with you. I was glad you thought you had no chance with Taylor."


  Stone's smile turned soft and reminiscent. "But the fact is, when you introduced me to Taylor, I saw him look at my hand in your back pocket, on your ass, and the big green monster came to life in his eyes. When he first invited me to sing with him, I knew he was looking for a way to drive a wedge between us. He hated every moment you and I were together."


  With a shrug, Stone sat back. He glanced from Daren to Taylor. "I've waited a long time for you to step up to the plate and claim Daren," he told his bandmate. "I knew what you were up to when you kept springing rehearsals on me that took me away from him. And honestly, I wanted the band to succeed, Daren or no Daren, but I knew some of that shit was just you being a jealous motherfucker."


  Daren listened to Stone's words and knew them to be the truth. He thought back over his relationship with Stone and so many things he never understood at the time became crystal clear. Stone would always cradle him in his arms after sex and whisper to him that one day their lives would be different and that things happened for a reason. Daren had just thought it was Stone being Zen. Now, Daren realized it was because Stone knew he and Taylor loved each other. A tremor went through him then as yet another, more sober realization struck him.


  "Why did you break up with me? It wasn't because of Stone Sutton, was it?" he asked quietly.


  A faint expression of sorrow lit Stone's eyes. "No." He shook his head, his silky hair catching the sunlight and glinting like gold. "I couldn't be with you any longer. I was in danger of falling in love with you and that would have been a bad thing because one day the two of you would have shown up like you did today and it would have broken my heart. It was better that I left when I did so I could concentrate on Stone Sutton. Now, we're all friends and no one's busted up over the two of you getting together. I'm honestly happy for you and I'm glad everything worked out this way."


  For a moment, Daren felt a twinge of regret for what Stone had forced himself to do, even though it had been the best thing for all of them. He admired the hell out of his ex for having the foresight and courage to walk away from Daren when he knew Daren would never be able to love him. Stone's strength of character had made it possible for them all to be happy.


  "If I said I was sorry, it wouldn't exactly be the truth," Daren admitted to his former lover. "I'm sorry I hurt you though."


  Stone heaved a deep sigh. "Being able to get this all off my chest now means a lot. I won't lie. Walking away from you hurt for a long time. But I got over it and seeing both you and Taylor happy now means I did the right thing back then." He shrugged again. "Maybe someday, I'll have what the two of you have. After all, everyone deserves to have the love of their life."


  ****


  That night, Daren lay in his bed and listened to the sound of Taylor in the bathroom, putting away his toiletries. They'd gone by his apartment after they left the Grinder and he'd packed up some of his things to bring to Daren's house. Eventually, they'd get all his stuff moved in. He'd given his landlord notice that afternoon when the two of them stood in his apartment and realized they didn't want to be apart any more. Daren had to admit that skipping the whole dating thing had been a big plus although he wouldn't recommend replacing it with five years of heartache.


  The lights clicked off and the bed bounced as Taylor enthusiastically jumped in, tugging the covers up to his waist and leaning over Daren to press a kiss to his lips. Taylor tasted of peppermint and excitement, the irresistible combination going straight to Daren's cock with a zing of arousal.


  "I still can't get over how happy you are to be gay," he joked as his palms skated down Taylor's muscular back.


  "Dare, I'm almost thirty years old. I've been having sex since I was sixteen. That means I've spent nearly fourteen years in the closet and only managed to crack open the door and sneak out a handful of times." Taylor stared down at him, amusement mixed with a shadow of misery in his dark gold eyes. "You have no idea how happy I am to be out. The sense of freedom is enlightening. I wonder now how I survived all those years denying my sexuality, denying myself real pleasure."


  He kissed Daren again, slower this time, deeper, with a wealth of love driving it. His hands cupped Daren's head as he whispered, "Denying myself love."


  Daren's heart melted. He knew he was becoming a total sappy, lovestruck, moony-eyed dork, but no one got to him quite like Taylor did. The man could tap into his emotions like no one else. Daren had seen it over the years when Taylor wrote music. A trickle of an idea became an unstoppable surge. In an instant, Taylor would be bubbling over, music flowing out of him and into the guitar and onto paper with notes and words that became love songs that tore at Daren's heartstrings. He'd never known anyone who could write love songs as poignant as Taylor's. All that energy, the creative force he used for music, now seemed to be focused on Daren as Taylor's emotions spilled over, raw and unconstrained for the first time in his life, which, of course, turned Daren into a sappy dork who melted at his words of love.


  "Can we really make this work?" he asked, not because he had doubts but because he knew they needed to take off the rose colored glasses at least some of the time. Life could be a bitch and she sometimes didn't care if people loved each other.


  "I think so. I'm certainly willing to put everything I am into it," Taylor replied. "I'm not stupid enough to think that everything is all roses now that we've had sex and admitted we love each other. I have to deal with my dad and that won't be easy. I've never liked disappointing him, but I can't live life under his terms any longer. I look at my age on my driver's license and I wonder where the fuck my life went. Then I realize I spent it pleasing my father. And that made me miserable. I want to spend the rest of my life being happy and that means I want to spend it with you as my partner."


  Daren held Taylor tightly, his arms hard around the body he worshipped. "Other things besides your dad will be difficult." He wished he didn't have to say that to Taylor, but he had to be honest. It wasn't always easy being gay.


  A wry expression settled on Taylor's handsome face. "Like when the press takes a photo of me wearing a rainbow t-shirt with you in a feather boa in my arms at a Pride parade and splashes it across the tabloids with the headline that Gavin Jones's son is a flamer?"


  Daren rolled his eyes, channeling Westley's flamboyant demeanor. "Darling, I'm the flamer not you."


  Taylor burst into laughter. "You are so not a flamer, Dare. I actually thought you were straight when I first met you."


  "Then I opened my mouth and you realized I was a cock sucker, right?" Daren batted his lashes playfully at his lover. "What did you think of that?"


  Taylor ground his hips against Daren's, his knees pressing Daren's apart so he could slide their dicks together. "I instantly wanted you to suck my cock. I fantasized about the two of us constantly. That time you actually did wear a pink feather boa to a Pride parade, when you came into the Grinder afterward, I wanted to rip all your clothes off except the boa and fuck you over the back of the sofa."


  Daren felt his eyes widen in surprise. "Really? You thought I was hot in cargo shorts and a boa?"


  Taylor's hips moved and the friction of their cocks rubbing together nearly unhinged Daren's brain. He moaned and Taylor nipped at the sensitive skin of his throat.


  "You were so hot. I've imagined this body in pretty much everything from the pink feather boa to a school girl outfit to leather to completely fucking naked, just as you are now," Taylor growled. "As long as it's you, I will get off on it."


  "Geez, Taylor. You sure do give a guy ideas," Daren panted, kinky visions of himself in a school girl outfit being spanked by Taylor racing through his head even though he'd never once dressed in drag. Somehow the thought of his hairy legs in a skirt had never struck him as something a lover would find attractive.


  "My idea is this, you and me and whatever the fuck turns us on. Today it might be the fact that we're naked and I'm so fucking happy to be moving in with you. Tomorrow, it might be the feather boa and a thong while you make your famous French toast for me."


  Taylor's words vibrated along Daren's skin as Taylor kissed his way across Daren's chest from one nipple to the other. Daren had just about lost his grasp on rational thinking but he had one more thing to say before he let Taylor's passion carry him away.


  "If I wear the boa and make French toast for you in the morning, it will only be because I love you so damned much, Taylor Sutton-Jones," Daren whispered, his hands coming up to stroke the rough silk of Taylor's dark curls.


  With a twist of his hips that sent his pre-cum slicked cock thrusting against Daren's, Taylor bent his head and spoke against his lover's kiss swollen lips, "It's taken me awhile to get to this place, but nothing will ever make me leave it now that I'm here. I love you too, Daren Brentwood. Always have. Always will."


  For Daren, the meaning of life would never be about being gay although straight people might think that of him because he had always been out and proud. As he watched Taylor reach for the lube and condoms, he could easily see them going to get tested together and eventually foregoing the protection. He could see them living together and making French toast on Sunday mornings with and without the boa. He could see himself sitting night after night in the front row of wherever Taylor might be playing. He could see a sleeping Taylor's head in his lap while he worked on a drawing on his laptop. And he could see them fighting over the last bag of Earl Grey tea when they were both old and gray and barely able to shuffle their arthritic bodies around the house. He could easily see all of those things because for Daren, the meaning of life had almost nothing to do with his sexuality and everything to do with love.


  Taylor had walked into his life, plopped himself down and woven his way into Daren's heart. Every moment they had spent together had entangled and entrenched Taylor more firmly inside that organ and in every aspect of Daren's life. The fact that Daren had done the same thing to Taylor only meant that Stone had been right all long. They were the love of each other's lives. Even if that made them sappy dorks.


  ****


  After six months of hanging around Stone Sutton and being Stone Bradley's some time lover, Westley still hadn't learned to control his damned eyeroll, Daren thought with amusement. And he still looked like a peacock among ravens at a concert.


  Daren glanced around the club at the sea of denim and leather. A few of the band's female fans wore brightly colored clothes but really, it was Wes who stuck out like the techno loving freak he was in the crowd of staid rockers. Not that Stone seemed to mind. When Daren had introduced Wes to Stone, the singer had seemed to be equally attracted and amused by Westley's flamboyance. Daren had known that Wes would hit on Stone and offer himself as a fuck buddy. What he hadn't known was that Stone would be sufficiently amused by Wes that he would keep him hanging around for six months even though Wes flitted between lovers like a bee with a garden full of flowers while Stone stayed monogamous. Daren figured there must be more to the story than either Wes or Stone had told him, but as the ex-lover of both men, he was not about to ask.


  Sipping his beer, Daren looked around the club at the packed tables in the VIP area and the crowds of people standing behind. Everyone was waiting for Stone Sutton to come on stage. Earlier in the evening at the club, there'd been a press conference announcing the band's new record deal and reporters had packed the place, eager to ask questions of the two beautiful gay men who led the group.


  Stone dominated as usual. His presence was bigger than life and he seemed born to be in the spotlight in some fashion. Stone certainly handled the reporters with an ease Daren envied. The few times a reporter had cornered him, he'd not known what to say. He didn't understand why they'd even want to talk to him. He and Taylor lived a pretty boring life when it came right down to it. Even if he answered some of the questions that were far too personal to answer, the reporters probably wouldn't believe him. They seemed to think that he and Taylor's disgustingly happy life hid some sort of secret.


  But as secrets went, they were all out of the bag now. Taylor had come out, and the public knew that he was gay and in a long term, committed relationship. They knew who his parents were. They knew how he'd met Stone. That story would probably fuel the tabloids for awhile and Daren resigned himself to being splashed all over the newsstands as part of "Stone Sutton's Secret Love Triangle!"


  Despite the fact that he and Taylor had to face down the press more often as Stone Sutton's popularity grew, Daren thought it brought them closer. The united front that they presented to the public at all times was just an extension of their commitment to each other, a commitment that grew with each day they were together. Even with Stone Sutton's new recording contract and planned tour on the horizon, Daren knew the additional pressures on Taylor wouldn't affect their relationship. After five years of suffering, neither of them would ever put anything else in front of what they had. When the contract and tour had come up, Taylor had told him point blank that they had to make the decision together because, if it was a question of Stone Sutton or Daren, Taylor would choose Daren every time. His career was important, but he couldn't live without his heart.


  Thinking about Taylor's words brought tears to Daren's eyes. Never in his life had he felt so cherished and beloved. An out of the closet Taylor had been a miracle of publically demonstrated affection and possessiveness. Daren couldn't have asked for more from a partner.


  The lights went down and Wes fidgeted beside him. Daren patted him on the shoulder, feeling the tension in his friend. No matter how many times they watched Stone Sutton perform, Wes always got excited for that first glimpse of Stone in the spotlight. Daren understood. He felt the same about Taylor although not with quite so much over the top energy.


  The wail of a guitar punctuated the lights coming back up and Wes bounced in his seat as Stone appeared. Daren smiled, his own gaze riveted to the man he'd kissed passionately backstage not fifteen minutes before. With the stage lights in his eyes, Daren knew Taylor might not be able to see him, but Taylor knew he was there. He swiveled his hips a little as he played, rubbing them against the body of his guitar suggestively. Daren shivered, knowing the move was meant for him. Taylor often had little signals in his performance, some move designed to let Daren know he was playing for him.


  When the set ended, Daren and Westley made their way backstage. By the time they got to the green room, the band had launched into their encore. Daren picked up a bottle of water and settled on a loveseat to wait for Taylor while Wes prowled the room talking to the band's crew. As the encore ended, the crew filed out as the band arrived. Stone rushed in, filled with an exuberance that could only come from a performance high. He swept Westley into his arms and dipped him, kissing him dramatically. Wes giggled.


  Daren laughed at the other couple's antics, then oofed a little as Taylor threw himself onto the loveseat, their bodies slamming together.


  "Did you miss me?" Taylor growled in his ear.


  "Sexy thing. I always miss you when I'm not with you," Daren said with a laugh.


  Taylor's arms came around him in a hard hug. "I played for you, you know."


  Daren waggled his brows suggestively. "I know. I saw." He let Taylor press a brief, rough kiss to his lips. "The after party's at that record exec's hotel suite, isn't it?"


  "Yep. Why?" Taylor's words vibrated the sensitive skin of Daren's throat.


  "Maybe we could find someplace in the hotel to have risky, dangerous public sex."


  Taylor drew back and stared at him in surprise. "Whoa. My adventurous Dare is out tonight."


  "Your adventurous Dare is in the mood to do something different to celebrate your record deal."


  One of Taylor's brows rose. "Oh, really?"


  "Yes, really." Daren grinned. The thought of doing something risqué with Taylor had his cock swelling within the confines of his jeans.


  "Good." Taylor rose to his feet and called out to Stone, "Dude! You know where to go, right? And when to be there?"


  Stone never lifted his lips from Westley's but he gave Taylor a thumbs up with one hand. Taylor reached down and grabbed Daren's hand, pulling him up off the loveseat.


  "C'mon. We have somewhere we need to be." He started dragging Daren from the green room.


  "Wait! What's going on?" Daren stared at his lover, taking in the smug expression on Taylor's handsome face.


  "You'll see."


  They slipped out the back of the club and got into a waiting town car. Instead of the car taking them to the hotel where the party was to be held, it took them back to their own hotel. When they arrived, Taylor pulled him inside and they got in the elevator. Daren stared in shock when Taylor pushed the button for the penthouse suite.


  "You're not going to tell me what this is all about, are you?" he asked suspiciously.


  Taylor shook his head, his expression alight with deviltry. "Nope."


  The elevator stopped and the doors opened. Taylor tightened his hand around Daren's, pulling him out into the corridor and to the door of the penthouse suite. He knocked and a moment later the beautiful Daisy Sutton opened the door.


  "Darling! You're here already!" Taylor's mother reached out and hugged him, then wrapped her arms around Daren and squeezed him tightly. "Oh, it's so good to see you, Daren!"


  Taylor stepped into the penthouse to be enveloped in a hug from his father. Daisy closed the door and led Daren over. Gavin Jones stared at Daren with a twinkle in his amber eyes.


  "You've been a good influence on my boy, Daren."


  Puzzled, Daren said, "Thank you, sir."


  Gavin exchanged an amused look with Daisy. "Call me Dad," he invited gruffly.


  Daren's head whipped around as his gaze sought Taylor's. His partner smiled, love lighting up his face. He held a box out to Daren.


  "Go on, take it," he urged softly. When Daren did, turning the small square leather covered box over in his hands, Taylor said, "Here's your adventure, Dare. This is Massachusetts. My mom and dad are here. Stone and Wes are on their way. In the next room is a justice of the peace. In that box are two rings."


  Taylor placed his hands on the center of his chest. "And in here is a heart that beats only for you. Please marry me."


  Daren hadn't realized a person could feel so much joy and not burst apart. He glanced at Gavin and Daisy. Gavin had his arm around his wife's shoulders and the pair of them smiled at him with warm acceptance. He looked back at Taylor and what he saw in his lover's eyes held him in thrall. So much love. So much desire. So much promise.


  "From the moment we met, my life has been tangled together with yours," he said softly. "My heart, my emotions, every piece of me has been caught up in you, Taylor. Even when I thought I couldn't have you, I still belonged to you."


  Daren stepped closer to Taylor, feeling the heat of his lover's body. "I'm so tangled up in you that nothing would give me greater pleasure than to be tied to you legally, forever." He smiled at Taylor, reaching up to brush back his lover's dark curls. "I love you and yes, I'll marry you."


  Daisy whooped and Gavin chuckled as Taylor swept Daren into his arms and kissed him passionately. In the back of Daren's desire fogged brain lurked the thought that somewhere in their words of love was a song. And knowing his lover and soon to be husband, Daren was positive that Taylor would write it one day. Which was just as well because Daren already had the title…Entangled.


  THE END
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  ENVIOUS LULLABY


  by Nick Chivers


  CHAPTER 1


  "Stop being stupid, Cameron," Morgan yelled in outrage slamming his fist hard on the table making its contents and Cameron jump.


  Lifting his gaze at this outburst, Cameron looked at his husband with hurt in his icy blue eyes. "What do you want me to say?" He asked in a soft, controlled voice that betrayed none of the sadness welling up inside of him.


  "That you want to go on tour," Morgan said standing up from the table making his lean six foot three inch figure loom over Cameron from across the table.


  "I do," Cameron said also standing up. "But this is the last one," he finished before turning to leave the room.


  "Damn it!" Morgan said as he followed Cameron's slight five foot ten inch frame as it glided out of the room and into the hallway gracefully. "Why? Give me one fucking good reason."


  Stopping in the middle of the hallway, Cameron turned and held up his left hand to show the brilliant four karat diamond on his ring finger. "I want this to be the priority. I want a family."


  "There will be time for a family later," Morgan said keeping up with Cameron as he made his way further down the hall and into the large sitting room of the top floor penthouse they lived in together.


  "Really?" Cameron asked raising a sandy blond eye brow at this. "You put off our engagement for five years because you said it wasn't the right time in my career."


  "It wasn't!" Morgan yelled in outrage.


  "That's not fair!" Cameron yelled fighting back the tears as they welled up in his eyes. Running a hand through his hair which he wore longer and swept back, Cameron turned from Morgan. "You keep pushing me to keep going and do better and win more Grammys and sell more records... But I'm tired of it. You always make decisions for us based on my career. So, I'm taking my career out of the equation."


  "No," Morgan said shaking his head. "You don't get to blame me for your success. It's your fault I..."


  "So that's why you keep pushing me?" Cameron asked turning back to face Morgan. "Because you still blame me for that?"


  "No, I don't... I don't blame you," Morgan said placing a hand on his head to scratch at the shortly clipped black hair there.


  "You just did," Cameron said as tears fell from his eyes.


  Shaking his head, Morgan turned and walked out of the penthouse without another word. Watching him go, Cameron sank to the ground as his tears continued to fall. Looking down at the ring weighing heavily on his finger, Cameron thought back to how this all started.


  ****


  I see you in the darkness


  And I just want to hold your hand


  Come on baby and...


  "Love me," Cameron sang along with the song playing on the radio as he stepped out of the shower and grabbed his towel off its bar. Bouncing around in the spacious room, Cameron toweled off and pulled on his underwear.


  Glancing at the clock next to the sink, Cameron's eyes widened at the time it displayed. "Shit!" he exclaimed as he quickly rubbed some pomade into his short hair and formed it into a messy faux hawk.


  Running into his room, he went straight to his closet and flung open the doors. Stepping into the large walk in, Cameron quickly scanned the rack before grabbing a simple V-neck t-shirt in grey that would make his icy blue eyes pop. Pulling it on, he turned to check his hair in the mirror by the wall before he yanked on the first pair of jeans he grabbed.


  Getting a pair of socks from his dresser and a pair of shoes from their bin, Cameron turned the light off in the closet and rushed over to his bed to put them on. Snatching up his backpack, he bolted out of his room and made it halfway down the grand staircase when he realized he was missing something.


  "Dammit," he muttered to himself as he pivoted on a dime before tearing back up the stairs and into his room where he found the clarinet he would be in need of for fourth period band rehearsal.


  Clarinet in hand, Cameron flew back down the staircase only stopping briefly in the front foyer to grab his car keys which were the last pair left on the hook in the closet. Before he could drive himself to school, he would be rushing down the stairs to an impatiently waiting mother, tapping her watch with a frown. These days were different though as Cameron was now an eighteen year old senior in high school and quickly approaching graduation.


  Tossing his bag and clarinet unceremoniously into the passenger seat, Cameron started his expensive luxury sport sedan and opened the garage door. The now three year old car had been his father's right off the show room floor but the smaller interior was not particularly comfortable for the larger man so when Cameron turned sixteen and passed his driving test, his father gave him the keys after buying himself a new BMW.


  Singing along to the radio, Cameron opened the sun roof as he made his way out of the gated neighborhood he had grown up in. A few songs later he was across the small town and pulling into the only high school in it. Glancing at the clock before he turned the car off, he smiled to himself, grabbed his bag and clarinet, and made his way toward the doors by the band room.


  Cameron entered the school waving hello to just about everyone he saw before turning into the band room and straining to hear if he was too late. His heart fluttered as he was reassured that he'd made it with time to spare. Biting his lip nervously, Cameron made his way into the back room of the band suite that held instrument lockers and doubled as a practice room.


  Walking in, Cameron blushed a bit as his eyes alighted on the incredibly handsome Morgan playing his guitar just as he did every morning before school and every afternoon after school. Coyly, Cameron took in Morgan's buzzed black hair, lean but muscular frame, and the same entranced expression he wore every time he practiced.


  Not that Morgan noticed him, though. They had gone to school together since Morgan's family had moved to the small town six and half years ago and Cameron could only remember talking to Morgan a handful of times in all those years.


  Suddenly, the music stopped. Glancing over his shoulder, Cameron's eyes widened in disbelief as Morgan came closer.


  "Need help with that?" Morgan asked.


  "Huh?" Cameron chipped out in a higher pitch than normal.


  "Your lock," Morgan said indicating the lock Cameron had been fiddling with for a few too many minutes. "You've spun it like a million times. Need some help?"


  "Ah... um... yeah," Cameron said as his mind finally caught back up to reality.


  "Here," Morgan said taking the lock out of Cameron's hand and sending his heart racing. With a few twists and a yank, Cameron's lock gave way and Morgan said, "There ya go."


  "Thanks," Cameron said peeling his eyes from Morgan's strong, handsome features to look at the lock.


  "Anytime," Morgan said curling his lips into a sly smile that made Cameron's head spin with the urge to kiss them.


  Tearing his eyes from Morgan's broad shoulders and masculine strides, Cameron looked back at his locker and began putting his clarinet inside before a question sprang to mind. "Hey, how did you know my combination?" Cameron asked Morgan just as he was about to begin playing again.


  With another sly grin, Morgan looked up and replied simply, "I've seen you do it every day."


  ****


  "I've seen you do it every day?" Suzie repeated in astonishment.


  "That's what he said," Cameron said taking a bite of his warm doughy pretzel. It was lunch time and just as he did every day, Cameron had gotten his lunch, found his best friend and began gushing about his crush.


  "Oooooooh!" Suzie said with a grin. "He likes you!"


  "That's not what that means," Cameron said desperately. "It means I have been even less subtle than I thought I was being."


  "You? Subtle? Hardly," Suzie said with a roll of her eyes.


  "Bitch," Cameron said with a mouth full of pretzel.


  "Love you too!"


  "What am I going to do?"


  "You're going to walk right up to him and tell him how you feel," Suzie said in a matter-of-fact tone.


  "I can't do that!" Cameron exclaimed.


  "Why not?"


  "Because," Cameron said loudly before dropping his voice low and saying, "because he probably isn't even gay!"


  "Well, you'll never know unless you try."


  "Yeah and then when he punches me for coming on to him and we end up in the principal's office I'll have to explain to my parents what happened and that's just not happening," Cameron said in a huff.


  "Why not?"


  "Suzie, we've been over this," Cameron said with a sigh.


  "I know, I know. You're parents are super conservative blah blah blah. What's the worst that can happen though?"


  "They could cut me off," Cameron said seriously. "Abandon me. Throw me out to the streets in a small, close-minded town with a sign on my back saying faggot."


  "They're your parents; they have to love you."


  "Have you met my parents? It's better that they don't know until I'm done with high school and college and possibly grad school. Hell, it's better if no one knows," Cameron said sadly.


  Silence fell between them and Cameron raised an eyebrow to the nervous looking Suzie in silent questioning. "My mom knows."


  "What?" Cameron practically shouted before glancing around and dropping his voice to ask, "You fucking told her?"


  "She asked," Suzie explained.


  "And you couldn't lie for me?" Cameron asked with hurt in his eyes.


  "You know I'm a horrible liar."


  "And friend," Cameron muttered under his breath pushing the remains of his pretzel away as his stomach began to feel rather queasy.


  "Thanks," Suzie said sarcastically, obviously hurt by Cameron's comment.


  "I'm sorry," Cameron said with sincerity in his voice. Suzie had been his friend for many years and he knew the relationship between her and her mother was one to envy. They didn't keep secrets from each other and were incredibly close without being creepy best friends. So it shouldn't have been a surprise that, when asked, Suzie would tell her mother the truth. "It just..."


  "I know."


  With a sigh, Cameron nervously asked, "What did she say?"


  "She just asked if you are gay," Suzie said simply. "I said you are but you aren't out yet and she said that's what she figured."


  "Did she seem," Cameron began before pausing to take a breath, "angry?"


  "No," Suzie said thoughtfully. "She still loves you. She did say it was pretty obvious though."


  "Great," Cameron said leaning his head into his hand.


  "Yeah," Suzie said optimistically. "Maybe your parents already know and they just don't know how to approach you."


  "Maybe," Cameron said thinking about his parents. "Probably not. They still think my favorite color is blue."


  "When the hell was your favorite color blue?"


  "Second grade," Cameron said as the bell rang to end their lunch period.


  ****


  "Hey," Morgan said as Cameron entered the back room of the band suite.


  "Hi," Cameron said with surprise, pausing in the doorway. Morgan rarely even looked up when Cameron walked into the room so for him to acknowledge him twice in one day felt incredibly lucky.


  "Here," Morgan said setting his guitar down and walking over to Cameron's locker. "Let me get that for you."


  "Um, thanks," Cameron said, his voice a little breathy as he took in Morgan's figure with lust coursing through his mind.


  "No problem," Morgan said opening the locker and moving slightly to the side for Cameron to have access to it.


  Flushing a bit, Cameron moved to get his clarinet out of his locker but found himself in Morgan's arms, their lips merely a breath apart.


  In shock, Cameron opened his mouth to say something but was silenced by Morgan's eager kiss. Melting into the touch, Cameron draped his arms around Morgan's neck and kissed back with all the need and longing he had felt since they had first met.


  "Oh Morgan," Cameron moaned, breaking the kiss as he gave into the feeling of Morgan's rough guitar calloused fingers brushing across the area just above his hip beneath his t shirt.


  "God I love it when you say my name with those pretty lips of yours," Morgan whispered into Cameron's ear sending shivers down his spine.


  Slowly, Morgan slid his hand around to the small of Cameron's back which arched in response grinding them closer together. Cameron's breath caught in his throat as Morgan lighted a gentle kiss on his collar bone and started making his way back towards his mouth, spending extra time in the hollows of his neck.


  "Class is over," Morgan whispered against Cameron's skin.


  "What?" Cameron breathed.


  "Class is over, Cameron," Mrs. Madner said with a raised eyebrow. Suddenly, Cameron realized he had been daydreaming and was now the only one left in the calculus class room, aside from a confused looking Mrs. Madner. "Are you feeling ok? You seemed a bit... spacey today."


  "Just a bit tired," Cameron said with sigh as he gathered his books and folders to leave. "I'm sorry."


  "It's ok," She said with a smile. "Have a good weekend."


  "You too," Cameron said as he left the class room.


  "Oh my God," Cameron muttered to himself as he opened his locker to get his backpack. It was the end of the day and he was excited to once again pick up his clarinet and get a glimpse of his dream man, even if the reality of the situation wasn't nearly as good as his fantasy.


  ****


  "Hey," Morgan said as Cameron entered the back room of the band suite to get his clarinet and to see Morgan again.


  "Hi," Cameron said with wide eyed shock before crossing his fingers behind his back and secretly wishing that this was indeed reality and not another fantasy.


  "How was your day?" Morgan said folding his hand casually on the neck of his guitar.


  "It was good," Cameron said with a smile and nod as he went to open his locker. "How was yours?"


  "It was fine. I've had a song stuck in my head all day so now I'm just trying to learn it."


  "Oh, what song?"


  "Gotta Be With You by Delly Jonarch," Morgan admitted.


  Smiling to himself, Cameron said, "I love that song."


  "It's pretty catchy and her voice is amazing," Morgan said with a smile.


  "I know," Cameron agreed. "Every time it comes on the radio I can't help but sing along. I'm nowhere near as good as she is but it's just so much fun to sing."


  "Quit lying," Morgan said with a teasing note in his voice. "I've heard you sing and you're pretty amazing."


  Blushing at the compliment, Cameron managed to say, "Thanks. You're an awesome guitar player you know."


  "Thanks," Morgan said with a smile that melted Cameron's heart and made him itch to kiss those curved lips. Turning back to his locker, Cameron took a deep breath as Morgan began playing his guitar again. "Hey, I'm playing at the Mocha Hut later if you want to stop by."


  "Sure," Cameron said in an eager tone that made him cringe at how obvious he was acting.


  "The owner's brother is a talent scout for Noisy Records and he's in town so..."


  "So, the more people that show up to see you perform the better it will look to him," Cameron finished for Morgan as his eyes dropped to the ground.


  "Well, yeah," Morgan agreed, sounding excited.


  "Sure," Cameron said with a smile resolving to look at the situation as an opportunity to ogle Morgan in a public setting without fear of getting caught in the act. "See you later."


  CHAPTER 2


  "Cam!" Suzie squealed the second he walked through the front door of the Mocha Hut. It was only a few minutes before Morgan was supposed to take the stage and the coffee shop was packed.


  "Hey, Suze," Cameron said giving his best friend a hug and taking the cup of coffee she offered him with a smile. "Thanks."


  "You're welcome," she said before taking a sip of her coffee. "This is my fourth!"


  "Hon," Cameron said with concern in his tone. Always the worrier, he said, "You're never going to sleep tonight, you know."


  "Probably not," Suzie said with a sigh. "I got here and you weren't here yet and you know how I am with crowds, they make me nervous."


  "I know," Cameron said looking for a place to sit down and smiling and waving to people as they caught his eye. "I made some calls to get more people here."


  "I figured. It's packed, standing room only," Suzie commented. "Why are you so late though? I would have thought you'd want to be here early, Mr. Punctuality."


  "My parents."


  "What now?" Suzie asked with a roll of her eyes.


  "They're hosting a cocktail party tonight and forgot to mention it."


  "Oh," Suzie said without a trace of surprise in her voice.


  "Yeah, so I can only stay for like one or two songs."


  "That bites," Suzie said with a frown.


  "Tell me about it!" Cameron said with a bit of a whine to his voice.


  "Well, let's go find your man so you can wish him luck or tell him to break a bone or whatever."


  "Suzie," Cameron said through his teeth glancing about at the crowd around them.


  "Oh no one is going to overhear or care in this crowd," Suzie said with an eye roll.


  With a sigh and a roll of his eyes, Cameron started looking about the room for the handsome guitar player. "There he is," he said spotting Morgan talking to someone next to the stage.


  "He doesn't look happy," Suzie commented. "Let's go see what's wrong."


  "Suze, no," Cameron said but Suzie was already slipping between people making her way towards Morgan.


  "Hey, Morgan," Suzie said just as the man Morgan had been talking to turned to walk away only to find his way barred by the crowd.


  "Hey Suzie," Morgan said in a glum voice. Seeing Cameron break through the crowd, Morgan said in a slightly more chipper voice, "Hey Cameron, you made it."


  "I wouldn't miss this," Cameron said with a nervous smile.


  "Well, you're gonna," Morgan said with defeat in his voice.


  "Huh?" Cameron and Suzie said in unison.


  "The owner won't let me go on because I don't have a singer," Morgan explained.


  "Really?" Cameron and Suzie said in unison again. Having known each other for so long they often ended up answering in unison or finishing each other sentences but it still got a raised eyebrow from Morgan.


  "Really," the owner commented over his shoulder still attempting to get through the crowd and back to the counter.


  "Well, what if Cameron sings with him?" Suzie asked the question that briefly passed through Cameron's mind.


  "Yeah, why don't you sing with me?" Morgan asked with a hopeful smile.


  "That works, get on stage," the owner said before finally stepping through an opening in the crowd.


  "But... but won't that mess you up for the scout?" Cameron asked nervously. Cameron was used to being on stage and performing having gone through clarinet, singing, and other various lessons growing up. The thought of being on stage with Morgan though, had his heart racing.


  "Without you, there won't be anything to mess up because he won't even see me play," Morgan said with an edge of pleading in his voice that made Cameron ache to touch him, to reassure him everything would be ok. "Please?"


  "What do you want me to sing?" Cameron said with a resigned sigh.


  "How about Gotta Be With You?"


  "Sure," Cameron said getting a nudge and a wink from Suzie as Morgan turned to step onto the low stage. With a roll of his eyes at Suzie, Cameron turned and followed Morgan onto the stage.


  "Here," Morgan said setting two stools close to each other on the small stage.


  "Thanks," Cameron said as the nervous butterflies in his stomach that always reacted when he was around Morgan whipped themselves up into a typhoon. Dragging the microphone stand back to the stool next to Morgan, Cameron adjusted the height as he asked Morgan, "Do you want to introduce yourself and say a little something?"


  "Nah, mics make me nervous," he said as he fine tuned his guitar. Watching Morgan's fingers glide across the instrument filled Cameron with a yearning to feel those fingers caress him. "You probably should though," Morgan said looking up from his task with a smile, catching Cameron's eye and sending his heart racing.


  "Hi everyone," Cameron said in a breathy voice turning out to the audience. "I just want to take a second to thank you all for coming out to hear some music tonight," he continued in a firmer voice. "A special thanks to Mocha Hut for hosting this evening. Make sure to check out their selection of premium roasted coffee beans to brew at home. My mom is a huge fan of their cinnamon bun beans," he said with a wink at the owner.


  Cameron hoped that buttering the owner up like this would make him let Morgan continue playing once he had to leave for his parent's cocktail party. Checking his phone, Cameron silently cursed to himself as he realized he would probably only get through one, maybe two songs before having to dash off.


  "My name is Cameron Boresky and this is Morgan Delatoni who will be entertaining everyone tonight with his amazing guitar playing. He's going to start us off tonight with a Gotta Be With You," Cameron finished before Morgan began strumming the chords to start the song. Looking up at Morgan, Cameron caught his eye just as he began to sing and in that moment, the world fell away. It was as if they were the last two people on Earth and Cameron opened his heart and sang out with all his unspoken feelings.


  When the song ended, the crowd erupted in applause and those that had managed to find seats, shot to their feet. Taking his eyes from Morgan, Cameron let them fall to the ground. "How about One More Night?" Morgan asked, his breath hot in Cameron's ear.


  Finding words unable to form in his head with Morgan's lips so near, Cameron nodded in agreement. Taking a deep breath, Cameron attempted to fight his longing to lean over and kiss the gorgeous guitarist as Morgan began to strum the next beautiful love song. Closing his eyes to try and remember the words to the song, Cameron almost panicked as his entrance approached but his mind remained blank. Opening his eyes, he saw Morgan smiling at him and the words came.


  Six songs later, Cameron's phone vibrated in his pocket during the guitar break of Your Hands, My Body. Ignoring it with ease, Cameron watched as Morgan's fingers elicited beautiful music from the axe in his hands. Cameron was so entranced that he almost missed his cue to come back in.


  Finishing the song to yet another standing ovation, Cameron smiled and clapped along for Morgan. Glancing down at his phone, his heart sank to the ground with a thud. The call he had ignored was from his mother. Feeling the cold grip of dread roll through him he realized just how late he was and if there was one thing his parents didn't tolerate well, it was being late for something.


  "What's the matter," Morgan said putting a gentle hand on Cameron's shoulder.


  "I have to go," Cameron said sadly. "My parents are having this party and I was supposed to be home like twenty minutes ago."


  "Oh," Morgan said sadly.


  "I bet they'll still let you play," Cameron said, with a weak smile.


  "It's cool," Morgan said. "We did some good stuff together and I'm not even sure the scout is here."


  "I'm so sorry," Cameron apologized sincerely.


  "Don't be. See you tomorrow," Morgan said with a smile.


  "Ok everyone, I have to run but I hope you all stick around to listen to some more amazing guitar playing by Morgan," Cameron said, before he hoped off the stage and slipped through the crowd and out the door.


  No sooner had he turned his car on, his phone vibrated once. A text message.


  "Thanks for singing with me tonight. You were amazing. ~M"


  ****


  "Oh my god!" Suzie squealed, running up to Cameron as he entered school the next morning. "Where have you been?"


  "Suze, it's like seven thirty. School doesn't start for another thirty minutes," Cameron said somewhat groggily. His parents were not happy when he arrived late but the party had already started so they kept him up afterwards to scold him for his tardy arrival.


  "He's here," Suzie said with wide eyes.


  "Who's here?" Cameron asked feeling as if he missed something already.


  "He wants to meet with you!"


  "Who wants to meet with me?"


  "Good morning, Cameron," the principal said as she strode up to Cameron and Suzie. "Suzie," she said acknowledging Suzie without taking her eyes from Cameron. The gaze she held on Cameron started to make his stomach turn as he wondered if he did anything recently to get himself in trouble.


  Then it occurred to him. Last night he had sang love song after love song, all by female artists, and all while either staring at or daydreaming of Morgan. He began to wish more than anything that he had managed some level of acting while on stage last night so as not to have obviously professed to the world his secret longing to be with Morgan. Given his past experience though, he knew he was doomed. Being out in a smallish town was exactly what he wanted to avoid.


  "Good Morning, Mrs. Schultz," Cameron said trying for a look of pure innocence and confusion.


  "Cameron, would you come with me to my office?" the principal said sending a cold, sickening feeling through Cameron. She didn't look upset or angry and Cameron had been to her office a number of times to receive accolades and awards but something about being sought out before school had even begun made him feel uneasy.


  "Sure," Cameron said attempting to play it cool. Looking at Suzie she smiled and gave him a thumbs-up, but he wasn't sure if she was saying congratulations or trying to tell him everything would be ok. Either way, the walk across the building was quiet. Cameron followed the principal close enough that she knew he was following her but far enough to discourage conversation.


  "Alice, hold all my calls please," the principal said to the secretary as they entered the main portion of the front office before heading further in toward her private office. "Mr. and Mrs. Boresky, thank you for joining us this morning," the principal said as they entered her office. Immediately, Cameron's face drained of color and sweat started soaking his clothes from head to toe. Cameron's mother showing up at his school was shocking but not unheard of. His father was a different story.


  Oh no, Cameron thought to himself as he stopped in the doorway.


  "Cameron, could you get the door, please," the principal instructed as she sat in the seat behind her desk. Following her example, Cameron's parents sat in the seats opposite Mrs. Schultz, leaving an empty one between them.


  Shutting the door, Cameron slowly turned back around and walked to the vacant seat, sitting lightly on the edge of it while placing his backpack and clarinet on the ground before him within reach should he feel the need to flee the office. Oh no.


  "You're probably wondering why I asked you here," the principal began, looking from Cameron's mother to his father. "I'll start off by asking you this: Do you know where Cameron was last night and what he was doing there?"


  Oh shit.


  "He went to a coffee shop before attending a cocktail party we hosted last evening," Cameron's mother explained before adding, "which he was late for," with a disapproving frown cast in Cameron's direction. "As for what he was doing, he was getting a coffee with his friend Suzie."


  "That's not all he was doing," said the principal with a small smirk.


  Oh shit.


  "He was singing," the principal said now smiling plainly. "From what I'm told, the shop was packed with people there to listen to Cameron sing. Including, Mr. Wolfe here," the principal said acknowledging the man that had been leaning against the wall by the window. Cameron hadn't even noticed him until that moment.


  "Did Cameron do something wrong?" Cameron's mother asked with a frown.


  "No," Mr. Wolfe and the principal said in unison.


  "I'm a talent scout for Noisy Records and your son is phenomenal. Here," Mr. Wolfe said striding up to Cameron's mother and handing her a tablet PC as it began to play Cameron singing You Make Me Happy.


  Glancing over, Cameron saw himself singing while gazing longingly into Morgan's eyes. Oh fuck.


  "Cameron," Mr. Wolfe said addressing Cameron directly. "You have an amazing gift and I want to sign you."


  "Huh?" Cameron said utterly confused. He was too preoccupied dreading the moment his mother passed the tablet to his father so that they could both see their faggot son singing to another guy before turning their rage and hatred on him.


  Sign me? That's ridiculous, Cameron thought to himself. My parents will never allow this. Being a singer isn't a real job. Not to mention one that sings love songs to boys. They're going to flip.


  "If you're tracking him down through the school I assume you have an offer ready and there's a deadline attached to it," Cameron's father spoke for the first time, his lawyer voice firmly conveying his expectations.


  That's Dad's lawyer voice, thought Cameron. Is he... is he considering this?


  "Yes," Mr. Wolfe said. "I'm leaving this evening for LA and would like Cameron to come with me. As for the contract, here is what I am authorized to offer," he said pulling a packet of paper out of the suitcase on the ground next to the principal's desk.


  Taking the contract, Cameron's father pulled out a shiny pen and began reading it with a well trained eye. "Do you have time to discuss the specifics?" He asked without looking up from the document.


  He is considering it, Cameron realized. He is actually weighing this as an option. I've only ever dreamed of becoming a singer. But... but they said it wasn't realistic.


  "Of course," Mr. Wolfe said with a smile.


  "What about his course load?" Cameron's Mother asked, lifting her gaze from the paused frame on the tablet.


  Mom's considering it too? Cameron thought feeling his face slacken to an expression of blank shock. Glancing over, Cameron saw the frame his mother was staring at and his eyes bulged a little in terror. She's figured it out. Oh no, Dad probably doesn't know yet. That's why Mom is playing along. As soon as she tells Dad... game over.


  "It's very near the end of the year as it is so I don't see it being a problem if Cameron completes his assignments and finals online," the principal said with a smile.


  "Good," Cameron's mother said. "I'm going to step out and phone the office to let them know I'm taking the day off," she said as she stood and headed for the door. "Jack," she said to Cameron's father who stood and followed her out without lifting his eyes from the contract.


  Oh fuck, Cameron thought as he realized his mother had taken the tablet with her. She would only need to send a text to her assistant for that. She's showing it to Dad. Oh fuck oh fuck oh fuck!


  "How are you doing in there?" Mr. Wolfe said to a stunned Cameron. When Cameron didn't reply, Mr. Wolfe nudged his shoulder and said, "Hello?"


  "Huh?" Cameron said in a soft voice.


  "You ok?" Mr. Wolfe asked with a raised eyebrow.


  "Yeah, I'm fine," Cameron lied trying to school his features into a genuine smile to hide his fear of what his parent's were discussing in the hallway. Cameron was sure that any second now they would barge back into the room and disown him on the spot.


  "Cameron is one of our brightest students," the principal said with a kind voice and a smile.


  "With an impressive set of pipes," Mr. Wolfe said with a smile. "Sounds like you're the whole package."


  "Thanks," Cameron said to the two smiles across from him. Maybe I can still go to LA if they disown me, Cameron wondered to himself.


  "We're all set," Cameron's mother said stepping back into the room.


  "And this contract looks in order," Cameron's father said shutting the door behind him. "There are a few changes I would like to add in to protect our son, though. Would you mind if we adjourn to our manor?"


  "Cameron can work on packing while we work out the rest of the details," Cameron's mother added.


  "Absolutely," Mr Wolfe said picking up his briefcase and snapping it closed. "Lead the way."


  What the hell just happened? He asked himself.


  ****


  "Well???????" read the text from Suzie. It was sometime after noon and Cameron was sitting on the floor in his closet trying to wrap his head around all that had just happened.


  "I'm leaving for LA tonight," Cameron sent back. Almost immediately his phone vibrated again.


  "SERIOUSLY?!?!?!?!?! Thats awesome!!!!" Suzie's text said. Another vibration and the text read, "Is Morgan going with?"


  "No."


  Biting his lip, Cameron thought of what Mr. Wolfe had said about signing Morgan too.


  "Isn't going to happen," Mr. Wolfe had said in the principal's office. "Look, you're amazing. Putting you in a band or a duo would tank your career before it even begins. You need to shine on your own, besides duos are out right now. Maybe in a few years you can bring him in, but right now, the offer is for you only."


  Cameron didn't have a chance to say anything further as his parents had walked back in and promptly whisked him home to begin packing.


  "WTF?!?!?!?!?"


  "The scout said duos are out and the offer is for me only."


  "And you r still taking it??? Nm stupid question."


  "I feel bad about it."


  "Just buy him a house when u get famous!"


  "Lol"


  "Shoot, buy me a house when u r famous!"


  "Will do. Gotta pack. Ttfn"


  "Love you!"


  "Love you too," Cameron responded before standing up and taking a deep breath to keep his tears at bay. The news would be stopping by before he left for the airport, and Mr. Wolfe had already lectured him on maintaining a strong public façade.


  "Try not to cry or look like you've cried," he had said. "It makes it look like this isn't your dream come true."


  "Keep it together, Cam," Cameron whispered to himself as he began taking clothes off their hangers and putting them in his suitcases. Looking at the growing pile of hangers on the ground, he began to wonder if he should be packing them as well. He had only been told he would be staying in a furnished apartment while he worked on his debut album but no one had mentioned anything about hangers.


  As amazing as this turn of events was, Cameron couldn't help but wonder if it was really what he wanted. He had only gotten on stage in front of the scout to help Morgan and now Morgan wasn't even coming with him.


  Looking around his room, Cameron finally found his phone under a pile of clothes on his bed. The screen read, "1 missed call." Tapping on the button to see who it was from, Cameron's heart stopped as he saw the call had been from Morgan. A voice mail hadn't been left but Cameron hit redial without a second thought as to Morgan's reaction to the news that had undoubtedly spread through their high school like wild fire.


  No one answered and Cameron was directed to Morgan's voicemail box. His voice caught in his throat as Morgan's voice filled his head asking him to leave his name, number and brief message. After the beep, and a few seconds to find his voice, Cameron stammered out, "Hey, it's Cameron. Cameron Boresky. I saw you called. I.. I'm sorry I didn't answer. Call me back. Please?"


  Hanging up, Cameron stared at the phone until his mother knocked on the door making him jump. "All packed?" she asked before looking around the room with a frown. "Guess not. The news is downstairs and they're ready to interview you now."


  "Already?" Cameron asked in shock.


  "Cameron, it's almost five o'clock," his mother said with a raised eyebrow. "You're leaving with Mr. Wolfe right after the interview."


  "I... I'm... I'm not finished packing."


  With a sigh, Cameron's mother moved into the room and made her way toward the open suitcases. "I'll finish this up for you. Go on."


  Without another word, Cameron took a deep breath to settle his nerves and headed for the den where the interview was to take place.


  ****


  BUZZ! Went the insistent vibration of Morgan's cell phone where it sat on the shelf above the sink he was doing dishes in. Behind him the chatter around the room seemed to be centered on one thing. The very thing Morgan was trying so hard to put from his mind. Cameron.


  "I heard him singing at that coffee shop pretty much saved it from going bankrupt," one of his coworkers was saying.


  "He's pretty nice that way," another person said.


  "He personally called me and asked me to come. Said I would be doing him a big favor," said the first person.


  Try as he might, Morgan couldn't block the conversation out completely and it only stoked the fire of his anger. It should have been me, Morgan thought. It was my gig, he was only singing so the scout could see me. Fucking Cameron. Such a nice person they say. No, he's a fucking backstabbing jackass. Off to LA to become a big star while I rot away in this piece of shit fast food pit.


  BUZZ! BUZZ! Went his phone again.


  And he keeps texting, Morgan thought looking at the screen on his phone to see Cameron's name flash across it before it darkened. Probably going to apologize or something. He's pretty nice that way, he thought mockingly. He knows I work here. He can come apologize in person.


  "He's giving an interview on the news tonight," his coworker said excitedly.


  "I heard they had to tape it," said the other person. "He's being whisked off to LA tonight."


  "Seriously?"


  "Yep."


  "He's so lucky."


  "Hey Morgan, you're friends with Cameron Boresky, right?"


  "Yeah, has he talked to you about what all is going on?"


  "Huh?" Morgan said hearing his name in the conversation he was trying to ignore.


  BUZZ! BUZZ! BUZZ! Went Morgan's phone before it fell off of the shelf and into the sink of soapy water.


  "Dammnit," Morgan yelled, scrambling to dig his phone out of the sink.


  "Morgan," said his boss in a warning tone as he stepped into the kitchen.


  "What?" spat Morgan rounding on his boss as his temper flared.


  "That is not appropriate language for a family restaurant," his boss said.


  "Family restaurant? More like a fast food hell hole!" Morgan roared.


  With narrowed eyes, his boss folded his arms and said dryly, "Get out. You're fired."


  "Good," Morgan said ripping off his apron before storming out of the building. Taking the familiar route home though the hole in the fence behind the restaurant and down the street to the trailer park on the outskirts of the town, Morgan's anger slowly ebbed.


  "What am I going to do?" Morgan asked himself as he drew nearer the tiny trailer he lived in with his father. Dad is gonna kill me, he thought swallowing hard.


  Stepping into the trailer, Morgan's eyes darted right to the chair his father always sat in and was relieved to see him passed out. The beer bottle still in his hand had made a mess on the floor but he would rather clean that up than explain to his father how he had lost his job.


  His paycheck was already going to be less than usual because he had taken the other night off to perform at the coffee shop. The memory of that night flashed in his mind. The way he had practically begged Cameron to sing with him left a sour taste in his mouth now that Cameron was the one off to start a career in the music industry while he was left to deal with the mess before him.


  With a sigh, Morgan reached over and grabbed a towel before he stooped down to mop up the spilt beer.


  ****


  "Have a safe trip," Cameron's mother said as he climbed into Mr. Wolfe's SUV following the interview. "And, call me when you get there. You know, to let me know you're ok."


  "I'll be fine," Cameron said a bit confused at the tears welling up in his mother's eyes. She had never been the overly affectionate type of person so this show of emotion was slightly startling for Cameron.


  "He'll be fine Sheila," Cameron's father said putting his arm around his wife's waist. "You better call though, son," he added in a warning tone as if he would be upset too if Cameron didn't call.


  "I will," Cameron said taking in the sight of his parents. Just before he shut the door, he flung it wide open, jumped out of the SUV and threw his arms around them. "I love you."


  "We love you too," his parents answered in unison, squeezing him tightly.


  "We should be on the road by now if we're going to make our flight," Mr. Wolfe said from the driver's seat.


  Climbing back into the SUV, Cameron waved goodbye to his parents as Mr. Wolfe steered them toward the airport a few towns over. Gazing out the window, Cameron was barely aware of the outside world as his hometown slowly thinned out until all he could stare at were the corn fields between towns.


  "You're going to love LA, kid," Mr. Wolfe said with a smile. "So much different than that little town. The freedom, the fun, the things you'll get to do. I do have to warn you though," he said glancing over at Cameron who had turned back to look at him. "While being gay is ok, we don't want you coming out publically just yet. Openly gay start-ups never work."


  At this, Cameron felt his face flush and his eye bulge a little.


  "Relax," Mr. Wolfe said with a smile. "I'm not saying you can't find a nice guy to warm your bed at night or hell even during the day. Just keep is quiet and discreet."


  "How did you know?" Cameron managed to ask.


  "How could I not know?" Mr. Wolfe asked with a raised eyebrow. "That's another thing; try not to act so... delicate or innocent. I've talked to your new manager and he's got a number of songs lined up for you but not all of them are the sappy love longs you were singing last night. We need your image to match what you're singing."


  "You've already put together the songs I'm singing?" Cameron asked with astonishment at how fast everything was moving.


  "Yeah," Mr. Wolfe said. "I sent the videos over to Hardning last night. He loved ya and stayed up half the night going through his portfolio pulling things he wants on your first album."


  "Hardning?"


  "Richard Hardning, he's going to be your manager," Mr. Wolfe answered. "He's pretty cut throat so the studio thought you two would be a good match since you appear to be so gentle and innocent. And yeah, they figured that one out just from the videos I sent them."


  "So, they want my voice but not the rest of me?" Cameron asked in a voice he hoped didn't show how hurt he was by this.


  "No they just want you a bit... different," Mr. Wolfe said trying to phrase his comment delicately. "In LA, nothing is as it seems. No one is who they appear to be so we're just making it easier for you to fit in. Trust us, you'll spend a few years singing about girls and then once you're a big enough star, you can have a big revelation and tell everyone you're gay."


  "So, I'll be lying about who I am," Cameron summed up.


  "Just like everyone else," Mr. Wolfe agreed.


  Quietly, Cameron pulled out his phone and looked to see if Morgan had called or texted back. Nothing.


  CHAPTER 3


  "Hardning," Mr. Wolfe said striding up to a tall broad shouldered man with dark hair and sun kissed skin that didn't look a day over thirty though Cameron thought he was probably closer to thirty five.


  "Wolfie," the man said with a strong voice that sent a shiver down Cameron's spine as he stopped next to Mr. Wolfe.


  "Richard Hardning, this," Mr. Wolfe said as he turned to acknowledge Cameron, "is Cameron Boresky."


  "Hi there," Hardning said as he shook Cameron's hand and raked his eyes over his body, hungrily. Cameron blushed at the lust in Hardning's eyes. "Here, I'll take those," Hardning said taking the suitcases from Cameron.


  "Oh," Cameron said in surprise as Hardning hauled his suitcases up off the ground like they were nothing. "Thanks."


  "You're probably exhausted," Hardning said with a devilish smile. "Let's get you to bed."


  "I just need to make a phone call real quick," Cameron said pulling out his cell phone and turning it back on.


  "Oh you can't use that anymore," Hardning said taking the phone out of Cameron's hand. "Too many people already have that number. Here, use mine and we'll get you a new one in the morning." After tucking Cameron's phone into one pocket of his jeans, Hardning pulled another one from a different pocket and handed it to Cameron.


  "But..."


  "But what?" Hardning interrupted with a daring look that made Cameron forget what he was about to say. "Let's go. You can make the call in the car."


  Quietly, Cameron followed Hardning and Mr. Wolfe out of the airport. Looking down at Hardning's phone in his hand, Cameron sighed before punching in his mother's phone number.


  "Hello?" Cameron's mother asked answering the phone.


  "Hi Mom," said Cameron. "It's me."


  "Whose phone number is this?"


  "My manager's. He won't let me use my phone because he says too many people already have the number."


  "Sounds reasonable," His mother said. "How was the flight?"


  "It was good," Cameron said as he eyed Hardning and Mr Wolfe walking in front of him.


  "Cameron, is everything ok?" His mother asked with an air of concern in her voice.


  I don't know, Cameron thought to himself as he paused. Is it? I've always wanted to be a singer but... This is all happening so fast. One minute I'm preparing to go off to college in the fall and the next I'm here. It seems stupid to let this opportunity pass me by but I feel like someone hit the fast forwards button. And then Morgan...


  "Cameron?" His mother said into the silence on the line.


  "Yeah," Cameron said snapping out of his thoughts. "Everything is great. It's really warm here."


  "Wolfie, am I dropping you by your place or your wife's place," Hardning asked as the group came to a halt by a shiny black BMW and he loaded Cameron's suitcases into the trunk.


  "Hey Mom," Cameron began, "I have to go but I'll call you tomorrow, ok?"


  "Mine," Mr. Wolfe said with a sigh and a shake of his head.


  "Ok," Cameron's mother said. "Be good and listen to what they tell you."


  "I will," Cameron said with a roll of his eyes.


  "I mean it," His mother said.


  "Ok, Mom," Cameron said with exasperation.


  "Ah, still the happy couple then," Hardning said as he shut the trunk and unlocked the doors with a click of the keypad.


  "You're father and I love you," Cameron's mother said.


  "Love you too. Bye," Cameron said before hitting the end button to disconnect the call.


  "Cameron, I'm going to drop Wolfie off first. Why don't you ride up front with me?" Hardning said taking the phone back from Cameron.


  "Sure," Cameron said moving to get into the front seat.


  "Cameron's closer," Mr. Wolfe said with a raised eyebrow.


  "It'd be good for him to see a little... scenery. Even if it's night time," Hardning said with a wink.


  ****


  Peeking his eyes open as he slowly awoke, Cameron realized the car had stopped. His door opened and light spilled into the cabin as Hardning reached in to help Cameron out.


  "Where are we?" Cameron murmured as he stretched slightly.


  "You're place," Hardning responded softly as he guided Cameron into the lobby of the brightly lit building. Squinting, Cameron could barely make out the concierge desk as they made their way to the elevator. "You live on the twenty fourth floor," he said as the elevator dinged and the door opened onto a hall way. "Twenty four oh one."


  "Are we there yet?" Cameron muttered.


  "We're here," Hardning said opening the door before guiding Cameron into his new apartment. "Welcome home. You're suitcases are already up here and over there is the bathroom."


  "All I want to see is the bed," Cameron said rubbing his eyes and accidently running into a wall. "Ow!"


  "Come on," Hardning said with a chuckle before scooping Cameron up into his arms. "Man you're light."


  "No, you're just all muscley," Cameron said before realizing he hadn't meant to say that out loud.


  "Thanks cutie," Hardning said with a chuckle. "Now," he said setting Cameron down on the edge of the bed. "Let's get you out of these clothes and into bed."


  With a yawn, Cameron flopped over and over on the bed and mumbled something that sounded like, "good night."


  "Here," Hardning said as he began unbuttoning Cameron's jeans.


  "Hey," Cameron said in drowsy protest.


  "What?"


  "I'm not getting undressed in front of you," Cameron said a bit less drowsy now.


  "Why? What, is it your first time?" Cameron's silence and inability to look Hardning in the eye seemed to answer the question for him. "Oh."


  Scooting out from in front of Harding and standing up, Cameron said, "I'm going to go put my pajamas on."


  "Wait," Hardning said catching Cameron's arm before he could get away. Turning him around, Hardning pulled him close. The feeling of the larger man's muscular body pressed against his sent warm and cool shivers warring through Cameron's body. Then, when Hardning leaned in and kissed him, it was like fire coursing through him but it didn't hurt. It felt good. It was slow and sweet at first but became hotter and deeper with each passing moment. It was unlike anything Cameron had experienced before. It was his first kiss.


  ****


  Glancing at the clock on the wall over his bunk, Morgan saw it was almost time to get up and get ready for school. He had barely slept at all but he didn't feel tired and his anger was only a small flicker of what it had been the day before. Beyond that, Morgan wasn't sure he knew what he was feeling because he wasn't particularly good with understanding feelings to begin with.


  He had grown up with only his father after his mother walked out on them when he was only five years old. His father had tried to hold it together after that but by the time he was ten, Morgan already had a job delivering news papers to help pay for the electricity and beer. Through the booze, his father had barely held on to a job in a steel factory until it was closed down six years ago.


  They moved to this town soon after when his father had managed to get some work in a local cemetery digging graves. It paid next to nothing so Morgan still helped out as much as he could. His only reprieve was going into school early and staying after to practice on the guitar his mother had left behind. It was the only thing she had left behind aside from him and his dad, and Morgan cherished it above everything else.


  In one of his drunken tirades, his father had found it hidden under the bed and chucked it out the window. It had taken all of Morgan's self control not to throw himself out after it. He had waited until his father had passed out before going to find it out in the mud. Aside from being dirty, it had only received a few scratches. After that, Morgan hid it behind the fridge until he was allowed to keep it in one of the lockers at school in the band suite.


  This morning, his dad had come to around one in the morning to go begin digging a grave. Morgan had shut his eyes and pretended to be asleep to avoid having to confess and explain why he was now unemployed. Pulling himself out of bed, Morgan pulled on the first articles of clothing he could find that smelled mostly clean before beginning his trek to school.


  An hour later, he walked into the band suite and headed right for his guitar. Freeing it from its cage, Morgan put the strap over his shoulder, grabbed his crumpled sheets of music and sat down to begin practicing. After doing a few scales to warm up, he shuffled through his music and froze when he pulled out a particular song.


  Feeling anger and something else swell within him, Morgan crumpled up the music to Gotta Be With You and tossed it in the trash. Looking up, Morgan's eyes fell on Cameron's empty instrument cage and his anger began to fizzle as another emotion sent a tightness to grip his chest.


  Snatching his music from the stand, Morgan took his guitar off and put everything back in his cage before turning to leave the practice room. Stopping short, he saw Suzie watching him from the doorway.


  "Hi," Suzie said with a frown of concern.


  "Hey," said Morgan.


  "You're not going to practice?" Suzie asked with confusion evident in her voice.


  "Why? My dreams gone," Morgan spat.


  Silence fell between them and Suzie dropped her eyes to the floor. "Have you talked to him?"


  "No," Morgan said coolly, not mentioning the fact that he was now without a phone.


  "He feels bad, you know," Suzie said looking up into his eyes.


  "Then why did he go?" Morgan asked evenly.


  "Because it is an amazing opportunity," Suzie said in almost pleading tone.


  "Oh I know that," Morgan said trying to sound angry despite the fact that his anger had dwindled down so much, replaced by something else he wasn't sure he understood.


  "Then you should also know he asked if you could come with him."


  "Really?" Morgan said almost cringing at the sound of hope in his voice.


  "Yeah," Suzie said stepping further into the room. "They said it was either him or nothing."


  "Figures," Morgan said brushing past Suzie to leave the room.


  "He likes you," Suzie blurted out.


  Stopping in the doorway, Morgan felt his breath catch in his chest as the tightening he felt earlier returned with such force that it threatened to crumble him up.


  "He has for a while," Suzie added. "And he would kill me for telling you that but it's the only reason he got on stage the other night. He did it for you."


  Feeling the sting of tears in his eyes, Morgan left without another word.


  ****


  Opening his eyes to the bright sunshine that filled the room, Cameron smiled to himself and rolled over. To his shock, he was alone in the large bed. Propping himself up on one arm, he noticed a piece of paper on the pillow next to him. Opening it, he read the note from Hardning saying he had to take care of some business that morning but he would see him later at the studio.


  Closing his eyes, Cameron lay back on the bed and curled deeper under the covers as he thought about last night. Remembering Hardnings breath, hot and heavy on his neck. Their lips locked and their tongues dancing. The feeling of Hardnings smooth hands touching and caressing every inch of him.


  Nothing like what Morgan's hands would feel like. Morgan's rough fingers would probably feel scratchy on his skin. Morgan only shaved every couple days so his kiss would probably feel rougher too. Hardning was much more muscular than Morgan but Cameron was sure Morgan wouldn't have any trouble lifting him up and moving him the way Hardning had.


  It was a few moments before Cameron realized there was someone knocking at his front door. Scrambling out of bed, Cameron dashed out of the bed room, heading for the front door only to turn on his heel and rush back into the bed room when he realized he was naked. "Just a minute!" he called when the knocking came again.


  Pulling on the first outfit his hands touched as they dived into his suitcase, he raced back to the door. After fumbling with the lock for a few seconds, he swung open the door to a smiling young lady holding a bag from his cell phone company.


  "Mr. Boresky?"


  "Cameron," he said with a smile and a nod.


  "Mr. Hardning said to drop this off for you," she said holding out the bag.


  "Thank you," Cameron said as he took the bag. "I should give you a tip or something." Cameron looked around and tried to remember where his wallet had ended up.


  "That's not necessary," she said as she turned to walk away. "Mr. Hardning already paid for the delivery. Have a nice day."


  "Well, thank you," Cameron said as he shut the door and reached into the bag to pull out his new phone. He had always loved new gadgets and this was a new, state of the art one that sent his head spinning with excitement.


  Turning it on, he was only mildly surprised to already have a text waiting for him. The number had been programmed so he knew it was Hardning before he even read it.


  "Be at the studio on the corner of Santa Monica and Vine at 2pm ready to sing."


  Frowning, Cameron read the message another five or six times looking for some trace of emotion in the message but found none. Calmly, he reminded himself that texting was not the best way to catch signals of affection that typically came through tone of voice or body language. And last night pretty much spoke volumes to Cameron even if they had only just met.


  Looking at the clock, Cameron realized he had about three hours to get to the studio so he ran back into his bedroom to gather a few items before heading into the bathroom to start getting ready.


  Two hours later he was cleaned up and ready to head to the studio. He had taken some time to put some of his clothes away and explore his apartment a bit further. To his delight, his closet was already full of hangers as his mother had unpacked all of the ones he had thrown in his suitcase.


  Taking the elevator down, Cameron checked his phone hoping to see a text or phone call from Morgan only to remember that his number had been changed so Morgan wouldn't know how to get in touch with him. Flicking through his contacts, he found Morgan's number to be missing.


  Stepping into the lobby of his new building, Cameron sent a quick message to Hardning asking if he could have his old phone back because he was missing a few numbers.


  "Sorry. It's gone," was all his reply said. With a sigh, Cameron made his way out to the street and hailed a cab. Telling the cab driver the intersection, Cameron sat back and stared out the window. Thinking about it, with Hardning did he really need Morgan's number? Morgan didn't even show an interest in Cameron whereas Hardning sure did.


  It was as Cameron was resolving that Hardning was a much better choice that the cab came to a stop at the studio. Swiping his credit card, Cameron paid and tipped the cab driver before stepping out onto the street. Gaping up at the huge studio building, Cameron took a deep breath to settle his nerves.


  With a nod to reassure himself, he stepped into the expansive lobby and walked up to the front desk. "Hi, my name is Cameron Boresky. I'm here to sing."


  Looking at him like he was a lost foreigner, the desk clerk clicked a few buttons and said, "You're in studio twelve on the thirty-seventh floor. The elevators are over there," she said indicating the bank of elevators on the left side of the lobby.


  "Thanks," Cameron said a bit less appreciative than he could have been. Taking the elevator up to the thirty-seventh floor, Cameron stopped to study the floor plan next to the elevator before setting off in the direction of studio twelve. Stopping in front of the glass door, Cameron peered in and his nerves mounted as he didn't recognize anyone in the room.


  "Cameron right?" said a man from behind him.


  "Yeah, hi," Cameron said extending his hand nervously. "I'm Cameron."


  "Nice to meet you," the man said with a chuckle. "Come on in. Gentlemen, this is Cameron Boresky," he said introducing Cameron to the other men in the studio.


  Around the room they each said hi and introduced themselves before the man that had led Cameron in said, "And I'm Jeff Sugret, lead sound engineer on this project. Now, do you read music?"


  "Yes," Cameron said with a nod as he tried to memorize everyone's names.


  "Great," Jeff said with a smile. "Let's get you in the booth then and see what you can do."


  An hour and a half later, Cameron had worked through five of the twelve songs slated for his debut album when Jeff said he could take a break. Everyone in the studio cleared out except Jeff as Cameron stepped out of the sound booth.


  "How is it sounding?" Cameron asked hesitantly.


  "Pretty amazing," Jeff said with a genuine smile. "You have real talent and great technique. The only thing I would say to do is to internalize it more. Feel what you are singing about and put that on the recording."


  "Ok," Cameron said with a nod.


  "Hey, Hardning," Jeff said as Hardning stepped into the studio. Looking up, Cameron blushed a bit as he caught Hardning's eye.


  "How is he doing?" Hardning asked.


  "He's sounding great," Jeff said enthusiastically.


  "Good," Hardning said with a smile before asking, "Anything he needs to work on?"


  "I was just telling him it would be good for him to feel the songs more and put those feelings into it," Jeff said facing Hardning.


  "Yeah, once he meets a nice hot chick that will probably work itself out," Hardning said getting a stunned and hurt look from Cameron.


  "Yeah they're probably hotter here than that small town you came from, huh?" Jeff asked with a grin turning to look at Cameron.


  "Uh, yeah," Cameron managed to get out.


  "I need to talk to Cam about a few things that he has coming up this week. Can you excuse us for a sec?" Hardning asked Jeff quickly.


  "Sure," Jeff said with a nod.


  "Thanks," Hardning said waiting for Jeff to clear the room before he turned on Cameron. "What the fuck?"


  "Excuse me?" Cameron asked with wide, hurt eyes.


  "Uh yeah?" Hardning said mocking Cameron. "What was that?"


  "I'm sorry it just caught me off guard," Cameron said without looking at Hardning.


  "Well, keep your fucking guard up," Hardning said harshly. "Remember, what goes on in your bedroom stays in your bedroom."


  "Why? Why can't we say anything?"


  "We? First of all, there is no we. Last night was to break this whole innocence thing. And second, you know why you can't tell anyone. It would tank your career before it even gets started," Hardning said in a low, intimidating voice. "Now, stop crying."


  Wiping his face, Cameron fought like hell to stop the tears from falling.


  "Everything ok?" Jeff said walking back in with the rest of the crew.


  "Yeah," Cameron said standing up before fixing Hardning with a cold hard glare. "Can we try Kiss of Revenge again?"


  "Sure," Jeff said with a raised eyebrow as Cameron turned on his heel and headed back into the sound booth.


  Once through the track and the studio was on its feet applauding but Hardning was no longer there.


  CHAPTER 4


  One day, Morgan thought to himself as he switched the radio off. Cameron's concert is in one day.


  Standing up from the table, Morgan looked down at the Help Wanted ads he had been reading. A few yard work ads were circled in red.


  One day, he thought to himself again. I had been a couple weeks since Suzie had stopped him after school and the one thought that had almost consumed him in that entire time was something she had said.


  He likes you, he remembered her saying about Cameron. In that moment, the tightening in his chest and the tears in his eyes made sense. He felt guilty for being angry with Cameron. He felt lonely in the practice room knowing Cameron wouldn't come in to get his clarinet anymore. And most of all he felt despair over Cameron walking out of his life without knowing he liked him too.


  One day. I've got one day to get out there. I'm going to tell him. I have to tell him, he realized as he looked at his watch. Great, I've been home a half hour, he thought. I might have just enough time to get back there before they lock it up for the night.


  Rushing around the small trailer, Morgan threw some clothes in a bag and bolted out the door.


  "Where do you think you're going," his father yelled after him but Morgan didn't stop. He ran at full speed all the way to the school. Running up the stairs he grabbed the door handle and pulled. Nothing.


  "Fuck," he yelled through his panting. Looking through the glass he could see a janitor walking through the front lobby. "Hey!" he yelled banging on the glass. The janitor noticed and slowly made his way over to the door. Holding up his school ID, Morgan yelled, "I forgot something. I'm a student. Can you let me in?"


  "Hurry up," the janitor said with a sigh and a roll of his tired eyes.


  "Thank you," Morgan said as he hurried into the building. Walking quickly down the hall, he turned left to go down another hallway. Coming to a halt, Morgan took a deep breath before he walked into the band room, crossed to the practice room and unlocked his guitar.


  Retracing his steps back to the front doors where the janitor waited, Morgan clung tightly to the neck of the guitar. "Thank you," he said as he walked past the janitor and out of the school. Walking quickly, Morgan crossed town again and found himself standing before the same shop his father had gotten their TV from.


  Al's Pawn Shop read the sign above the door. Taking a deep breath to calm his nerves, Morgan stepped inside.


  "Hi there," Al said with a smile. "What can I do for you?"


  Swallowing hard, Morgan raised up the guitar his mother had left behind and asked, "How much can I get for this?"


  "Hmmmmm," Al said taking the guitar and examining it. "It's a little beat up."


  "It still plays perfectly," Morgan said in a flat tone.


  "Then why are you pawning it?"


  "I need to get to LA," Morgan said trying hard to keep any emotion from his voice but almost wincing when his voice broke at the end.


  "Oh I get it," Al said looking from the guitar to Morgan and back. "Kid I've been in this business for a long time. I know a heart broken fool when I see one."


  At this Morgan dropped his eyes to the ground and clenched his teeth.


  With a sigh, Al said, "Tell ya what, how about I keep this guitar as collateral on a small loan. See I'm headed up to the cities tonight anyway so I'll take you to the airport myself."


  "Why?" Morgan asked looking up at the man through his tear filled eyes.


  "Because I've lost someone that I loved before too."


  ****


  Leaning against the wall, gazing out at the city sprawled below him, Cameron thought over the last two and a half weeks. He had gone from pining over one guy to being screwed over by another. From singing on stage with the first guy he thought he may love to being flown off to LA to record an album without him.


  He often thought back to those moments on stage with Morgan. Singing his heart out to the man he had had a crush on for so long. Now, it was as if they were in two completely different worlds. Cameron had gotten Morgan's number from Suzie but after countless unanswered texts and phone calls, he had just about given up.


  Hearing a knock at the door, Cameron made his way to answer it. Opening the door, he was promptly enveloped in a tight hug by a squealing, bouncing Suzie.


  "Suze... Can't... Breathe!" Cameron choked out.


  "Sorry!" Suzie said relaxing her grip a little.


  "God I missed you," Cameron said squeezing Suzie tightly and dreading the moment he had to let her go. All too soon he did though and she stood back to appraise him.


  "Have you been eating at all?" Suzie asked disapprovingly.


  "Excuse me but my mom is three blocks over at the Hilton," Cameron retorted sarcastically.


  "She's here?" Suzie asked in bewilderment.


  "They're both here," Cameron said shutting the door and leading Suzie into the living room. "They flew in yesterday."


  "Wow," Suzie commented.


  "It is my debut concert," Cameron said to reason the situation out.


  "Yeah, you really only get one debut," Suzie said with a smile. "Now, where's this dick-head? His balls have an appointment with my knee for hurting you."


  "God I'm glad you're here," Cameron said as tears welled up in his eyes.


  "Oh honey, I'm glad I'm here too," she said hugging Cameron tightly. Stepping back, Suzie looked at Cameron with a hesitant expression. "Is he... is he still acting like nothing happened?"


  "Yeah," answered Cameron looking away to hide the hurt he knew Suzie would see in his eyes.


  "What an ass," Suzie said with disgust. "He goes and does that to you then walks around like all is fine and dandy."


  "The worst part is that I go out of my way to avoid or ignore him," Cameron admitted, blushing with the embarrassment of his confession.


  "No way," said Suzie with disbelief in her tone.


  "Yeah," Cameron says turning back to face Suzie. "If I'm in the studio talking to some of the engineers about something and he comes in I flee into the sound booth. I can't even look him in the eye."


  "Cam," Suzie said putting a hand on Cameron's shoulder in a reassuring manner. "You did nothing wrong. This isn't your fault. He took advantage of you..."


  "And I let him," Cameron interrupted.


  "Because you're trusting and loving," Suzie urged.


  Silence fell between them until Cameron said, "I thought he felt something for me. There's no hope for Morgan and I now so I thought he and I were... something. But he was very straight forward with the fact that he and I were nothing."


  "Do you still feel anything for him?"


  "Does the urge to either cry or punch him in the face every time I see him count?"


  "Yeah. Yeah, I'd say that counts," Suzie said with a light chuckle. "And if you don't act on it I will. The puching... not the crying."


  "Go for it," Cameron said with the tiniest of smiles.


  "Speaking of Morgan, have you heard from him?"


  "I've called and texted," Cameron said finding it hard to keep the tears from falling. "Nothing. No response."


  "I've tried calling and texting him too," Suzie admitted. "I didn't want to say anything except to tell him to stop ignoring you but I couldn't get a hold of him either. I even went by his trailer to see if I could catch him in person but his dad said he wasn't there and didn't know where he was. Just that he ran out yesterday and hasn't been home since."


  "Great," Cameron said immediately going to the worst case scenario as he usually did. "So, they'll find his body in a ditch somewhere or he's moved to the big city to play on the corner for spare change all because..."


  "Stop," Suzie said firmly. "I'm not going to let you blame this on yourself. Whatever he's done or wherever he is, it was his choice. Not yours."


  "But I..."


  "Was here," Suzie finished for him. "He didn't respond to you when you tried to reach out to him. That's his fault not yours. Don't blame yourself. Now, we have a concert to get ready for don't we?"


  Nodding, Cameron said, "God I missed you."


  Over the next few hours everything moved in one dizzying blur for Cameron. He and Suzie barely had a chance to catch up before his parents arrived with Mr. Wolfe to whisk him off to the theater for his concert. In his dressing room, Cameron changed into the outfit selected for him by a stylist and sat in a chair while a makeup artist made him stage ready. Finally, Cameron hugged his mom, dad, and Suzie before they were escorted to a private box to watch the concert.


  As he was taking a few moments to calm his nerves, there was a knock on his dressing room door. "Come in," he said.


  To his surprise, in walked his mother. "Cameron," she said shutting the door behind her. "I just wanted to let you know how incredibly proud of you your father and I are. I know we come off a bit cold and harsh at times but we just want you to continue to push yourself."


  "I know," Cameron whispered before hesitantly adding, "Mom, I need to tell you something."


  "That you're in love with that boy? Or that you like boys in general?" she asked calmly.


  "Are you mad?" Cameron asked as his nerves riled up and he began to sweat and feel cold all at the same time.


  "Just that you waited so long to say something. Then again, I guess we didn't make it easy for you to tell us anything," she admitted sadly.


  "I wanted to tell you," Cameron said softly.


  "Well," she said crossing the room and taking Cameron in her arms. "You just did and I'm proud of you for being so brave."


  "What am I going to do though?" Cameron asked as they drew apart. "I'm about to go on stage and lie to everyone about who I am."


  "What have we always told you Cameron Elijah Boresky?"


  "No matter what I do, being true to who I am is all that matters," Cameron repeated the lesson he had been taught many times throughout his life. "What about the contract though? Aren't I legally bound to do what they want me to do?"


  "Five minutes, Cam," says a stage hand with a knock on the door.


  "I should get back to my seat," his mother says. "It's up to you Cameron. This is your life, now. You make the decision." And with that she was gone.


  With a sigh, Cameron stood and rolled his shoulders back. Taking a deep breath in a vain attempt to clear his head, he crossed the dressing room and opened the door only to find himself face to face with Morgan Delatoni.


  "Hi," Morgan said with a hopeful expression.


  After a few unsuccessful tries, Cameron finally managed to say, "Hi."


  "Here," Morgan said holding out a small bouquet of half wilted flowers. "These are for you."


  Looking down at the flowers between them, Cameron took them in his hands like they were the most precious things in the world.


  "I'm sorry, I should have gotten you nicer ones," Morgan said.


  "They're beautiful," Cameron said pulling a tissue from his pocket to dry his eyes. Looking at Morgan, Cameron asked, "Where have you been?"


  "At first," Morgan said hesitantly. "I was ignoring you. Then Suzie told me how you only got on stage because you had a huge crush on me."


  "She didn't say anything about that to me," Cameron said in a small voice.


  "Because I blew her off at first," Morgan admitted sadly. "But, I've liked you since I met you. That's why I always practiced in the room where your clarinet locker was."


  "That's why I took my clarinet home every night. To see you," Cameron admitted blotting his eyes with the tissue again.


  "And that night you got on stage with me," Morgan said taking Cameron's hand in his, "was the night I fell in love with you."


  "It was?" Cameron asked as the tears fell from his eyes. "Why haven't you answered any of my calls or texts?"


  "I broke my phone," Morgan said softly.


  "How did you know about the concert? How did you even get here?"


  "I heard about it on the radio and I... I sold a few things to get here."


  "Why?"


  "So that I could come out here and tell you this in person."


  Stepping closer to Cameron, Morgan said it again with a kiss. Warm and strong, it felt right and Cameron gave himself over completely to it. He was in his own world with Morgan until the two were pushed into the dressing room and the door slammed shut.


  "What the fuck do you think you are doing?" a red faced Hardning asked. "Are you trying to ruin your career before it even begins?"


  "Dude, what's your problem?" Morgan asked stepping up to Hardning daringly.


  "You're needed on stage Mr. Boresky," a stage hand called through the door.


  "We don't have time for this," Hardning said grabbing Cameron by the arm. "Get on stage. We'll sort this out later."


  "Let go of him," Morgan demanded.


  "Morgan, it's fine. Hardning, let go of me. I'm going," Cameron said wrenching his arm out of Hardning's painful grip. Crossing to the door, Cameron glanced over his shoulder. "Let's go," he demanded.


  With Hardning and Morgan behind him, Cameron made his way to the wings and as the announcer finished his introduction, he took the stage. The crowd gave a modest round of applause as Cameron made his way down stage to the microphone.


  "Hello everyone," he stated. "As you just heard, my name is Cameron Boresky and I want to thank you for coming tonight. This first song is one of my favorites off of the album which will be coming out next month. I hope you enjoy it. Here's From Afar."


  Closing his eyes, Cameron listened to the opening chords of the song before he began to sing.


  I see you there


  You don't see me stare


  In my mind


  We're two of a kind


  But that's where we are


  As I gaze from afar


  As the song ended, Cameron was taken aback as the crowd applauded exuberantly. "Thank you," Cameron said before glancing off into the wings and catching Morgan's eye. "This next one is a really fun one called Light Up Your Life and I hope you enjoy it."


  Swaying to the beat, Cameron sang, pouring all of the joy that came with seeing Morgan again, into the music. As the song ended, the crowd cheered loudly.


  "Thank you so much," Cameron said with a smile. "Thank you." Looking into the wings, he saw Morgan clapping with a huge smile on his face and in that moment, he made a choice. "Now," he began as the crowd settled. "These next two songs are the two on the album that I co-wrote and I would like to dedicate them to someone very special to me," Cameron said before looking off into the wings and nodding to Morgan who nodded in reply to an unspoken question. "My boyfriend, Morgan Delatoni. This is Envious Lullaby and Gazing Upon You."


  Two words are all we say


  As we pass each other by


  You love another all the day


  That's why I sing this envious lullaby


  Holding the last note of Envious Lullaby, Cameron felt a weight he hadn't noticed slowly building on his shoulders lift and the tears came. With the briefest of pauses, the band started Gazing Upon You and Cameron sang all the feelings he felt, holding nothing back.


  You stand tall


  Though your world is painful


  Dirty is it all


  But you still find the beautiful


  My heart races


  It knows what is true


  It's gone its paces


  I'm gazing upon you


  "And I know it's true, you love me too," Cameron sang as the song ended. His eyes were closed but he could hear the crowd applauding louder than anything he had ever heard before. Opening his eyes he saw them on their feet and very few were not teary eyed.


  Looking off into the wings, he saw Morgan's tear stained face smiling back at him. "I love you," he mouthed to Cameron.


  "I love you, too," Cameron said without realizing he was still at the microphone. The crowd, though Cameron didn't think it was possible, only applauded louder.


  ****


  Quietly, Cameron wiped the tears from his face as he gazed at the picture in his hands. It was a snapshot from his wedding to Morgan. Cameron had worn white, Morgan was in black and the two were looking at each other with passion and love in their eyes.


  "What happened to us?" Cameron whispered to the picture. Then he heard it.


  The opening chords of Envious Lullaby were drifting down the hall and just as the song came to the point where the lyrics were to start, the song changed. With a sob, Cameron recognized Gazing Upon You and he stood from his perch on the edge of their bed. With a final strum, Morgan entered their bedroom.


  His cheeks were just as tear stained as Cameron's as he slid the guitar off and set it casually on the ground next to the bedroom door. Reaching behind him, he pulled a small, slightly wilted bouquet of flowers out. "I love you," he said softly.


  "I know," Cameron whispered, dropping his eyes to the ground.


  Stepping into the room, Morgan dropped to his knees before Cameron and looked into his eyes longingly. "You risked it all for me when you told the world about us before your first album had even dropped. I know I've been pushy with your career but I just..."


  "I know," Cameron said to Morgan's unsaid confession as he sat back down on the edge of their bed. "I'm just tired of planning our life around my career."


  "I know," Morgan said reaching up to caress Cameron's cheek before looking down at the picture in his lap. "I want a family too, you know that. And, if you're ready, I'm ready."


  "Are you sure?" Cameron asked in a small voice before dropping his eyes back to the picture. "We can't do this if you aren't one hundred percent sure."


  "I love you and that's something I've always been sure of," Morgan said genuinely. "I want a family with you so badly but I lost sight of that. Babe, I can't lose you."


  "You aren't going to lose me," Cameron reassured him as he slid off the bed to his knees and looked up into Morgan's eyes. Both were tearing up as they gazed at each other.


  "I love you," Morgan said before leaning in and touching his lips to Cameron's.


  "And you know it's true, I love you too," Cameron sang back softly with a smile.


  THE END
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  ~ Huge Cock Lover


  [image: ]


  genre: contemporary romance; action


  tags: law enforcement; first time; hurt/comfort; hostage situation


  word count: 9,143


  Back to Table of Contents


  


  


  EXCEPTION


  by Rinny Cinnamon


  Charlie sighed and fought the urge to dance in place as he waited for the line to move forward. Morning bank runs were one of his least favorite things to do, but as the opening shift leader, he didn't have much of a choice. The shop needed change, after all.


  It was busy enough for a Tuesday morning though, as far as he could tell, there were only two tellers working. Despite the long line of customers, the bank was quiet, the only sounds those of hushed voices, the random rustle of shifted papers, and the ticking of a clock. It might have been relaxing if it weren't for the intangible heaviness in the air that comes of a group of people being forced to wait politely.


  Charlie glanced at his watch. Ten twenty-five. At this rate, his shift would be over before he even managed to reach the counter. He looked up as the woman in front of him shuffled forward as if in response to his silent complaint. Movement in front of her caught Charlie's eye and his gaze landed on what had to be the most perfect ass he'd ever seen. His eyebrows rose in pleasant surprise as he looked the man up and down, taking in as much of his appearance as he could from the back. Tall, at least six foot, dark brown hair just long enough to curl at the collar of his well-cut, dark brown leather jacket, broad shoulders that narrowed to a trim waist, and tight-fitting jeans that lovingly cupped that round, perfect ass. Charlie was practically salivating, all thoughts of irritation and the annoyance of waiting in line sufficiently silenced.


  The sound of pointed throat-clearing brought Charlie back from fantasy land and he looked up to see the owner of the perfect ass arching an eyebrow at him from his place at the teller's window to Charlie's right. He was chagrined to find that the man was even more beautiful from the front: light blue eyes under thick dark eyebrows, a perfect, blade-straight nose, and full lips curled into a knowing smirk. Charlie swallowed hard as his face heated, but he offered a shaky, sheepish smile in return.


  "Excuse me," the woman behind him said, her tone firm, but clearly amused. "But you're next."


  Charlie followed the line of her pointed finger to the empty teller's window. "Oh, shit. Sorry."


  Shaking his head and thoroughly embarrassed, Charlie stepped up to the window, sparing a sidelong glance at Perfect Ass, who was still staring at him. His smirk had turned into a proper smile and a nervous chuckle escaped Charlie as he forced himself to turn back to the unimpressed teller.


  "Heh, sorry about that… eh… Bob," Charlie said, squinting a little to read the name tag pinned to the teller's shirt. "Bob, uh, nice name."


  Bob gave him an incredulous look. "No, it's not. It's a terrible name."


  Charlie rubbed at the back of his neck, feeling awkward and off-kilter. "Oh. Sorry, of course. I mean. Sorry."


  He glanced surreptitiously to his right. Perfect Ass had finally looked away, but his smile was still firmly in place as he filled out some form.


  "Is there something I can do for you today, sir?" Bob asked, drawing Charlie's attention back to the task at hand.


  "Yes! Right, sorry, I just need some change. Some fives, tens, and twenties, please."


  Charlie slid his money bag over with a list of the denominations he needed and drummed his fingertips on the counter while Bob counted out the bills. He was just considering looking over to see how Perfect Ass was getting on when he sensed a presence at his side. Slowly, he looked up to find the man himself smiling down at him.


  "Hi. I'm Niko," he said, offering his hand.


  Charlie blinked, stunned into inaction. He looked down at the hand, down at his own faded red Game Stop-issued polo shirt and khakis, and then back up into Perfect Ass—Niko's—face. The smile had started to fade, replaced by uncertainty, and it was only then Charlie realized he had left him hanging. He slid his hand into Niko's and gripped it tightly before it could be taken back.


  "Charles," Charlie blurted and then recoiled. "I mean Charlie. I have no idea why I said Charles, I never go by that, it's Charlie. I'm Charlie. Jones."


  Bob-the-teller snorted, but when Charlie glanced over, he was still diligently counting out bills, apparently oblivious to the exchange except for the amused smirk on his face. Oh, shut up, Bob, Charlie thought petulantly.


  Niko didn't seem at all bothered by Charlie's incoherent stammering. His smile was back, wider than ever, revealing a set of perfect dimples that Charlie wanted fiercely to dip his tongue into.


  "Charlie," he repeated, as if testing the weight of it on his tongue. "I like it."


  For some reason, this made Charlie blush even more. As if Niko liking the name he was given at birth without any input from him was somehow a reflection of approval for Charlie himself.


  "Thanks," Charlie replied, only realizing in that moment that he still had Niko's hand in his. He let go quickly.


  "So, listen. I never do this, but I was wondering—"


  Unfortunately, Charlie did not get a chance to learn more about Niko's thoughts, because a voice cut suddenly across his, loud and mean.


  "Alright, people, hands up! This is a robbery!"


  Charlie turned to see four large men standing near the front door of the bank, all wearing balaclavas and holding guns that looked larger and far more deadly than any of the ones he'd seen in Halo. He almost laughed. Of course this would happen. Of course the bank would get robbed on the day he was (hopefully) about to be asked out by the sexiest man he'd ever seen. This could only happen to him.


  "I said hands up!" the man screamed again, stalking forward and gesturing toward Bob with his gun. Bob lifted his hands into the air, his eyes alight with anger. When the gunman's attention shifted to him and Niko, Charlie's hands flew into the air, his heart pounding. The wry, disbelieving amusement he'd felt a moment ago dried up the second that gun was pointed at him.


  The largest gunman marched over to the elderly security guard and shoved his gun in the man's face with a growl. The guard's hand froze in its discreet journey to his hip where his own gun rested in its holster.


  "I'll take that," he growled, pocketing the pistol for himself. He took the man's radio too, crushing it under his foot before he turned back to the rest of them. "What the fuck are you looking at? On the ground! Now!"


  The shouted order had Charlie's heart slamming even harder in his chest as he dropped to the ground. A shaky movement to the right of him drew his eye; the woman who had been behind him in line was trembling while trying to dial out on her iPhone. Unfortunately, her less-than-subtle attempts had also caught the attention of the nearest gunman.


  "Hey! Hey!" he shouted, moving to point his gun straight in her face. "Drop the fucking phone, now!"


  The tip of the gun trembled and Charlie glanced up to see the man's eyes, wild and crazed behind his balaclava, his fingers twitching around the gun spastically. He was obviously high, though whether it was from drugs or simply pure adrenaline was anyone's guess. Either way, Charlie had a feeling the man could snap at any moment and he breathed a tiny sigh of relief when the woman complied.


  Twitchy bent to retrieve the phone with a trembling hand while the man who'd taken the security guard's gun spoke again.


  "I want all cell phones, wallets, and jewelry right now! Empty your pockets! And if anyone tries anything, we'll fucking shoot them!"


  Charlie hurried to comply. His hands shook as he tried to dig into his pants pocket while pressed against the floor. Finally, he managed to pull out his cell phone, wallet, and keys. With shaking hands, Charlie tossed them toward the nearest gunman and sat back, trying to appear hunched and as little of a threat as possible. Fingers wrapped around his wrist and he jumped in surprise. Niko leaned close as his thumb stroked soothingly over Charlie's erratic pulse.


  "It's going to be okay," he murmured. "I'll get us out of here."


  Charlie frowned and shook his head. "How do you plan on doing that? They've got huge fucking guns and Twitchy over there looks like he'd shoot you just for looking at him wrong."


  Before Niko could reply, a meaty hand fisted in his jacket and yanked him away from Charlie.


  "You heard the boss, empty your fucking pockets!" This gunman was huge. He stood at least three inches taller than Niko and was twice as wide, built like a bear. His beady eyes widened suddenly and he shoved Niko back against the counter, shoving his gun into Niko's chest. Charlie made a sound of protest and started to rise, only to have Twitchy's gun pointed at him.


  "Move and I'll blow your fucking brains out."


  Charlie froze, his eyes glued to Niko and wishing he could somehow help.


  "Boss, this son of a bitch is packing!" Bear shouted, jabbing the tip of his rifle harder into Niko's chest. The movement made Niko's jacket part and Charlie could see the black butt of a handgun tucked inside a shoulder holster.


  The first gunman moved swiftly toward them, not bothering to point his rifle at Niko; Bear had that more than covered. He ripped at Niko's jacket, pulled out the gun, and inspected it.


  "Standard police issue." He handed the gun off to Twitchy—not the wisest decision in Charlie's opinion— and slid his hands into Niko's jacket pockets, rooting around until he pulled out a black leather wallet. He opened it and sneered. "Looks like we got ourselves one of Seattle's finest, boys. Isn't that right, Sergeant Stephanopoulos?" His words were flippant, but his eyes were hard as diamonds as he threw Niko's badge to the ground. "Strip."


  Niko blinked. "I'm sorry?"


  "I said strip, pretty boy. How else am I going to know you ain't hiding something else on you?"


  The muscle in Niko's jaw twitched, but he nodded. Bear stood back enough to give him room and Niko carefully stripped off his jacket and holster. Before he could take anything else off, Boss yanked his arm and spun him around, frisking him thoroughly. Charlie gritted his teeth and barely resisted the urge to tell him to back off. The last thing he needed to do was get killed because some dickhead with a gun couldn't keep his hands to himself. Besides, Niko seemed to be taking it all in stride.


  "Clean," Boss determined before shoving Niko around and to the ground again. "Keep an eye on him. I got shit to take care of."


  With that, Boss marched back over to the window and leveled his gun at Bob, who straightened and raised his hands a little higher. "You and me are going for a little stroll, Bobby boy."


  Charlie watched as the man forced Bob through a door, presumably leading to the vault, leaving Twitchy and Bear to guard the hostages. The final gunman was busy harassing the other teller, a lovely blonde woman whose name Charlie didn't know, making lewd, jeering comments while he instructed her to load up a duffel bag with money from the cash drawers. Bear gave Niko one last sneer and a growl before heading over to the far side of the bank to incite more terror. Mindful of Twitchy's nearness, Charlie scooted a bit closer to Niko.


  "You're a cop?" he whispered, trying not to stare at the way Niko's shirt pulled tight across his chest. Now was really not the time for that.


  Niko nodded, his eyes scanning the room as if he was formulating a plan. At least, that's what Charlie hoped he was doing. "I'm a SWAT sergeant."


  Charlie felt his heart skip a beat. Sexy, gay, and a militarized cop with specialized training for hostage situations and other ridiculously kick-ass things? He was so fucked.


  Before Charlie could make a quip about Niko's job putting his Shift Leader status at Game Stop into rather harsh perspective, the sound of sirens rang through the air. Twitchy flinched so hard, Charlie was amazed he didn't shoot his own foot off. Within seconds, he was on Niko, shoving his gun at him and screaming at the top of his lungs.


  "What did you do?"


  Niko's hands were raised in surrender. Charlie was amazed to see that they were steady as a rock, and the knowledge that Niko could face down a semi-automatic weapon and not show any outward signs of fear gave him the courage to speak up.


  "How could he have done anything? You took everything he had! You saw that other guy frisk him!"


  Twitchy whipped the gun at Charlie and then back again, seemingly unable to decide who he wanted to shoot first.


  "It was probably a silent alarm," Niko said reasonably, his eyes locked onto Twitchy's. "They'll surround the building. Come on, you're already in deep for armed robbery. Don't add murder to the list."


  He sounded sensible and calm, but Charlie couldn't breathe for the way the gun was jerking in Twitchy's hands. His heart leapt viciously when a voice sounded from outside the building.


  "This is Sergeant McCoy of the Seattle police department! We have the building surrounded! Come out with your hands up!"


  "Dude, they actually say that? What a cliche," Charlie joked somewhat hysterically, desperate to find some humor somewhere in this fucked up situation.


  Niko snorted softly and shrugged. "They like to live up to the status quo."


  "Don't fucking move!" Twitchy ordered, backing away with his gun pointing somewhere halfway between the two of them to look out through a crack in the blinds covering the windows. "Shit, shit, fuck, man, they're everywhere!"


  "Just calm the fuck down," Bear growled from the other end of the bank.


  The pervy gunman left off harassing the female teller, shouldered the duffle bag, and opened the door the lead gunman had gone through. "Boss, we got company! We gotta move!"


  Twitchy was getting more and more agitated. He jumped at every little sound.


  "You're not getting out of here," Niko said quietly. "You're going to go to jail. But do yourself a favor; put down the gun and go peaceably. You'll save yourself a lot of grief if you do."


  "Didn't I tell you to shut the fuck up?" He moved away from the window and darted forward, grabbing a handful of Charlie's work shirt. "They can't take me if I have him, can they?"


  Charlie couldn't help the rather unmanly squeak that escaped him as he was jerked up against Twitchy, his hip digging painfully against Niko's stolen gun where it was tucked into Twitchy's pants. Niko was up in a movement so fast, Charlie didn't even see it. One minute he was on the ground, the next he was on Twitchy, trying to deflect the gun and pull Charlie away at the same time.


  A shot rang out and Charlie's heart dropped into his stomach with a sickening lurch. Time seemed to slow as Niko sagged to the floor and Charlie looked down to see blood seeping from the fresh bullet wound in the lower half Niko's thigh. For a fleeting moment, the only thought Charlie's brain could supply him with was the ridiculous notion that Niko had just taken an arrow to the knee. It was all he could do not to giggle hysterically.


  Shaking off the errant—and highly inappropriate—thought, Charlie took advantage of Twitchy's shock, wrapped a hand around Niko's gun, and yanked. It slid out of Twitchy's waistband easily and Charlie pointed it in his direction, his fingers trembling near the trigger. He'd never held a gun before. Hell, he'd never even seen one outside of video games, but this wasn’t Halo or Half Life. This gun didn't have an 'A' button and anyone shot with it wouldn't get a second chance or restart if they died.


  Twitchy had recovered from his shock just as Charlie levelled the gun at him and now he was pointing his much larger, much scarier-looking gun straight in Charlie's face. The only thing that kept Charlie from backing down was the knowledge that Niko was hurt because of him. He'd been brave enough to throw himself at an armed psycho; the least Charlie could do was return the favor by way of a Mexican standoff. All he needed to make it official was a tumbleweed blowing past.


  "Put the fucking gun down, man," Twitchy shouted. He was shaking more than Charlie had seen him do yet. A drop of sweat trickled down past the corner of his eye, no doubt stinging him. Charlie hoped it would serve to blind him a little, maybe give him a slight advantage. Then again, at this range, even if he was blinded by an ocean of sweat, if Twitchy shot his gun, Charlie would still get hit. Still, despite the pounding of his heart and the tremor in his knees, he held his ground.


  "No! You put yours down!"


  "What the fuck is going on out here?" Out of the corner of his eye, Charlie saw Boss re-enter the main room, shoving Bob to the side as he stalked across the room with his gun, leading the way.


  "This little bastard got his hands on a gun and now he thinks he's going to shoot someone," Bear said. He sounded far too amused for Charlie's pride though, given how hard his arm was starting to shake, he may have had a point.


  That pride shriveled up completely when Boss stepped forward and pressed the cold, heavy muzzle of his gun against Charlie's temple. Charlie glanced to the right with just his eyes and met Boss' hard gaze.


  "Drop it or I'll take your head off." A death threat shouldn't sound so casual and almost sweet. If not for the words, Boss could have been inviting him over for a nice cup of tea. Despite—or possibly because of—his tone, Charlie knew he would do it.


  "Charlie." Niko's voice met his ears and Charlie looked to his other side where Niko sat in a small pool of blood, his blue eyes compelling. "Put the gun down."


  There was a moment of hesitation and Boss shoved the tip of his gun just a bit harder into Charlie's head before Charlie slowly lowered his arm and held the pistol out harmlessly. Twitchy grabbed it and tossed it to Bear for safekeeping. It seemed like an eternity, but Boss finally moved his gun from Charlie's temple.


  The second he could move, Charlie crumpled to his knees. He waited just long enough for Boss and Twitchy to move away and then scooted inelegantly to Niko's side to inspect his wound. There wasn't enough blood-loss to indicate a major artery puncture; if that had been hit, Niko would already be dead. Just the thought was enough to send a fresh spike of fear-induced adrenaline through Charlie. Niko was obviously trained enough to know how to try and stem the flow of a blood from a leg wound because he'd already cinched his belt above the wound.


  As he checked Niko over with shaking hands, Charlie overheard the Boss muttering sharply to Twitchy, "Christ, B, you shot the cop? Do you know how fucked you are now?"


  "We! How fucked we are!" Twitchy insisted, his voice cracking as it rose to a higher octave.


  "What if he dies, huh? Do you know what they do to cop-killers? It's not like gunning down Red Shirt here, they'll be out for blood."


  "He won't die," Charlie spoke up. He counted it a personal win that he didn't flinch when they both whipped around to glare at him. "Not if you let me treat him."


  Boss' eyes narrowed. "Treat him? What are you, a fucking doctor or something?"


  "Yeah, actually, I am." Okay, technically Charlie was only pre-med, but they didn't need to know that. Besides, he was pretty sure he was the closest thing to a real doctor they'd get until the paramedics could get in.


  "Then why you dressed like a Game Stop dude?"


  "Long story. Look, do you want him to bleed to death right here, or will you let me fix him?"


  Twitchy shot a nervous look at Boss, who seemed to consider it for a long moment before nodding. "Fuck it, fine. Take them to the office in the back. If there's any funny business, cop or no cop, take care of them."


  With a jerky nod, Twitchy shouldered his gun and leaned down as if to grab Niko's arm.


  "Don't touch him," Charlie snapped. "I've got him." He quickly got to his feet and bent back down to wrap Niko's arm around his shoulder. When Niko nodded, Charlie used every bit of his strength to haul him up and help him hobble to the windowless office behind the teller area.


  Twitchy followed them, his gun in hand, but pointed at the floor. As Charlie helped Niko into a sitting position against the far wall, he spoke up. "Hey, man, I didn't mean to shoot him, you know that, right?"


  Charlie shot him a glare and said nothing.


  "You can fix him though, right? I can help. I don't want to get done for cop-killing, man."


  "Maybe you should have thought about that before you decided to rob a bank at gunpoint," Charlie sniped, feeling a bit more confident away from the Boss and with Twitchy practically groveling. Well, as much as a masked man armed with a semi-automatic weapon can grovel, anyway.


  "You want to help?" Charlie asked as he brushed a lock of Niko's hair away from his sweating forehead. "Get me a pair of scissors and see if you can find some sort of first aid kit."


  "Scissors?" Twitchy asked, suspicion leaking back into his voice. "What for?"


  Charlie fought the urge to roll his eyes as the gun lifted a few inches. "I have to see the wound to treat it. To do that, I need to cut away the fabric of his jeans. I can't do that without scissors."


  Twitchy hesitated a moment before moving to the desk at the opposite corner of the room. He rooted around a bit and came up with a large pair. A quick shuffle through the rest of the drawers had him coming up with a tiny first aid kit as well.


  "No funny business," he warned before he handed the lot over. "You try anything with those scissors and I will shoot you."


  Charlie nodded and took them. Apparently satisfied that Charlie wasn't going to try and stage a dramatic escape attempt, Twitchy moved to stand at the door, giving them a bit of space.


  "What the fuck were you thinking, pointing that gun at him?" Niko whispered harshly when Charlie turned back to him. "Do you have any idea how close to dying you just came?"


  Charlie made a sound of indignation as he cut through the fabric of Niko's jeans to get at his wound. He felt a tiny bit of his tension ease when he found an exit wound. A through-and-through. Niko would have two scars, but his recovery time wouldn't be nearly as horrible as it would have been if he'd taken a hit to the bone. "He shot you! And anyway, I'm not the one who lunged at an armed gunman and got myself shot. Don't they train you not to do reckless shit like that at cop school?"


  Niko pursed his lips, somehow managing to look like a petulant teenager while also looking completely and utterly fuckable. The bastard. "It was a tactical maneuver."


  "Tactical my ass! You could have been killed. A bit higher to the left and he would have hit your femoral artery," Charlie scolded as he tore a few strips of cloth off the bottom of his work shirt with trembling hands. He could get a new one if he managed to live through this. The first aid kit Twitchy had fetched had been of little use, containing only a few band-aids, a small tube of antiseptic cream, and a single sterile pad. Charlie was fairly certain it violated some sort of office safety code, but he supposed it was better than nothing.


  Using small cups of water from the cooler, Charlie cleaned the entry and exit wounds as best as he could. When most of the blood was cleared away, he cut the the sterile pad, laid each half to the still-oozing wounds, and pressed hard, wincing at Niko's sharp intake of breath. He murmured a quiet “sorry” as he reached for the strips of his shirt.


  Charlie worked in silence for the most part, using the methodic act of wrapping Niko's leg to calm himself. When he felt steady enough, he spoke again. "So, why'd you do it?"


  "Do what?"


  Charlie looked up and arched a brow at Niko to show that he was aware Niko knew what he was talking about, but he elaborated all the same. "Jump on Twitchy like that. We both know it wasn't the smartest thing to do."


  If he hadn't been staring at Niko, Charlie would have missed the hint of color that rose in his cheeks as he ducked his head and shrugged. "Instinct, I guess. I didn't like him grabbing at you."


  The admission made something in Charlie's gut leap and he paused in his wrapping to stare at him. Niko looked up and their eyes met for a moment before Charlie looked away and got back to work, his own blush rising inexplicably.


  "There," he said as he tied off the ends of the makeshift bandage. "That should hold you for now. I'll check it in a little while to make sure you don't need a new one." Niko nodded as Charlie moved to sit beside him. "Sorry I don't have anything to give you for the pain."


  "Don't worry about it. I've had worse."


  Charlie frowned, not liking the idea that Niko had had worse than a gunshot wound before. That being said, he didn't really have the right to worry about Niko since he'd met him less than an hour ago. Rather than voicing his misplaced concern, Charlie let himself lean into Niko's side until their arms touched. He sighed softly, taking some comfort in that small point of contact.


  "So, you're a doctor?" Niko asked, breaking the silence.


  "Heh, not really. I mean, I finished my pre-med and all, but then my mom got sick and I had to drop out of med school to take care of her. When she died, I don't know. I just… never went back."


  Charlie started when Niko's hand wrapped around his and squeezed. "I'm so sorry to hear that. It must have been really rough."


  Swallowing past the sudden tightness in his throat, Charlie looked up, forced a smile, and gave a tiny shrug. "It did, but, I mean, that's life, right? Bad things happen. We learn to deal with them. I mean, take this for example. Being a hostage in a bank robbery is pretty crappy."


  Niko's lips quirked into a small smile. "It's not all bad."


  "Says the man who got shot," Charlie teased quietly, trying to distract himself from the flutter of butterflies in his stomach. This was hardly the time to be feeling like a giddy school-girl with a crush, trapped in a tiny office with an armed guard blocking their only means of escape. Outside, he could hear Boss talking to someone on the telephone and outlining demands to be met. Clearing his throat, Charlie shot a look over at Twitchy, who had inched out the door to remind the Boss of a few items for the demand list, and back again. "What's happening, do you think?"


  "Don't worry," Niko murmured, pressing closer against Charlie's side, solid and soothing. "If they have them making demands, they're right on schedule. With the ringleader distracted, they'll be mobilizing SWAT. The team should be here any time now."


  As if summoned by Niko's words, the sound of glass breaking and a chorus of organized shouts cut through the air, demanding surrender.


  "Fuck!" Twitchy cried as a SWAT member came into view, rifle pointed at his chest. Clearly recognizing that he was outgunned, Twitchy tossed his gun to the ground and raised his arms, kneeling when he was ordered to. "Red Shirt, dude, you'll tell them, right? You'll tell them I helped save the cop, right man?"


  "I don't know what you're talking about," Charlie said coldly as he watched the SWAT officer close handcuffs around his wrists.


  "Aw, come on, man!" Twitchy's protests echoed through the bank as he was marched out of sight.


  "That was kind of mean," Niko said with a grin. "I like it."


  Charlie grinned back, but was interrupted before he could reply.


  "Fuck, Snuffy, you always have to go and get yourself shot, don't you?"


  Startled, they looked up to see a stocky man in a SWAT uniform smirking down at them.


  "What did I tell you about that nickname, Verbowski? My last name is not that fucking hard to pronounce. Ste-fan-oh-po-luss. Sounds just like it's spelled."


  "Yeah, Snuffleupagus. That's what I said," Verbowski retorted, his smirk still firmly in place. His eyes darted to Charlie and the expression turned almost lecherous. "I was going to offer you some help, but I see you already have that covered."


  Something about the way he said it made Charlie duck his head and blush. He looked up to see that he wasn't the only one; Niko sported two small patches of color in his cheeks as well, though Charlie couldn't tell whether it was a response to the insinuation about them or the Snuffleupagus comment.


  "Verbowski, this is Charlie. Charlie, this obnoxious bastard is Greg Verbowski."


  Verbowski saluted. "Pleasure to meet you. Sit tight, I'm going to go get the paramedics."


  Charlie turned back to Niko after he left and arched a brow. "So… 'Snuffy', huh?"


  Niko narrowed his eyes in a little glower that was more cute than scary and made Charlie's heart skip a beat. "A running joke with the team. They seem to think it's cute, but come on! Stephanopoulos is a very distinguished name."


  "Uh-huh. Good luck convincing your future wife to agree," Charlie retorted casually, as though he wasn't fishing for a contradiction.


  Niko arched an eyebrow and smirked as though he knew exactly what Charlie was up to. "Who said anything about a wife? I thought I'd made it pretty clear earlier that I'm gay."


  "Oh, right. Of course." Charlie cheered inwardly in victory. "Well, I think my point still stands. I mean, Charlie Snuffleupagus? No one would take me seriously."


  "Are you proposing we get married?"


  Charlie faltered and felt his face blush bright. "No! Jesus, that's not what I meant, I was just saying… "


  As he stammered around his words, a team of paramedics swept into the room and came to a stop beside them. Charlie shifted aside to let an EMT help Niko onto the stretcher they'd lowered. Once he was strapped in, they wheeled Niko to the door. Charlie started to follow them, but was stopped by a cop who told him that they needed to take his statement.


  "But… "


  "Don't worry, I'll be fine," Niko said. "We'll talk later."


  Before Charlie got the chance point to out that they had no way of contacting each other—it wasn't as though they'd had a chance to exchange phone numbers in between being threatened and shot at—the paramedics wheeled Niko out to the ambulance. Sighing with the depressing and almost certain knowledge that he would not see Niko again, Charlie gave the officer his statement. It took an hour to recount the tale and when he was done, all he wanted was to go home, crawl into bed, and sleep. After one last look in the direction Niko's ambulance had gone, Charlie made a quick call to his supervisor and did just that.


  ****


  The days following the attempted robbery were filled with indecision and boredom for Charlie. His boss had generously given him the rest of the week to recuperate from his 'traumatic experience' and, while Charlie appreciated the level of concern being shown for his well-being, he was going a little crazy having so much time off. It left him with far too much time to think.


  As he'd predicted, he hadn't spoken to Niko since he'd been wheeled off to the hospital. Not that he hadn't tried. Charlie had actually gone home Tuesday afternoon and immediately looked up the number for the Seattle Police Department. He'd waited until Wednesday to actually try the number, but that had only led to a confusing couple of hours of transferred calls and awkward explanations. By the time he'd actually gotten through to the right department, he'd realized just how creepy it would look to Niko that he'd actually put that much effort into hunting him down. Luckily for Charlie, Niko was out on sick leave. Which made perfect sense; the man had been shot, after all. Clearly Charlie hadn't been thinking straight.


  After his failed attempt to reconnect with Niko, Charlie tried to distract himself via video games. The trouble was that he was so distracted, he couldn't play any of the ones that required any thought and the mindless first-person shooters had him flashing back to the moment when Niko had been shot. Thinking of how Niko had risked his life just to protect him made Charlie want to open the phonebook and call every Stephanopoulos listed, but he resisted the urge. The last thing Niko needed when he was trying to recover from a gunshot wound was to hear from the guy who'd inadvertently caused it. Not to mention that when he did give in long enough to check, he found that there were six Nicolas Stephanopouloses, three Nikolais, and five ambiguous Ns. As badly as Charlie wished he could speak to Niko again, he really didn't want to be stuck in multiple awkward explanations as to why he was calling. With his luck, his Niko was probably unlisted anyway.


  When he wasn't busy thinking about Niko, Charlie found himself inundated with thoughts of his mother and the career path he'd abandoned two years before. His mother had been the one who'd encouraged him to go into medicine. When Charlie had first mentioned the idea, he'd been mostly dreaming. He had known how hard it would be to get into a good school, how competitive, and most importantly, how expensive it would be. Rather than let Charlie dismiss it as a pipe dream, his mother had gone to the library, checked out a book about financial aid, and helped him figure out a plan to get him into college. She'd been there every step of the way; helping him study, finding scholarship applications, and giving him support whenever he needed it. They had celebrated all night when Charlie had gotten his acceptance letter to the U-Dub. She'd claimed she was the proudest mother alive when he'd not only passed, but aced his MCATs.


  Charlie had only been in his graduate classes for a week when he'd gotten the call. His mother had gone to the hospital with persistent pain in her abdomen, and after a routine scan and biopsy, had been diagnosed with stage four stomach cancer. The day he got the phone call was the worst day of his life. Without a thought for his schooling or what it would mean for his academic future, Charlie had left the city and rushed home to be with her.


  


  His mother had chastised him for leaving school and he had chastised her for not having gone to the hospital sooner. It hadn't been really fair of him; he knew with the bare minimum of medical insurance, she had always put off going to the hospital until she absolutely had to. Still, he'd been angry over it. More than that, he'd been angry with himself for not recognizing the warning signs.


  Throughout the months that followed, Charlie had continuously replayed previous conversations with his mother where she'd mentioned some stomach pain, but always dismissed it with a casual, "Not to worry, honey, I took some Mylanta. It should ease up soon. Tell me more about your biology final," or some variation thereof. He had been convinced that her illness had somehow been his fault. He was a medical student at the top of his class. He wanted to be a doctor. How could he not have noticed that his mother had needed treatment?


  It had only taken three months for the cancer to kill her. Three long, horrible months of watching his strong, beautiful mother waste away while he was helpless to stop it. When she had finally gone, Charlie hadn't been able to bring himself to go back to school. His scholarships had lapsed and he'd had to sell off the tiny house his parents had bought when they had first gotten married in order to cover the funeral costs and lingering medical bills. When the dust had finally settled, Charlie packed what little had remained of his old life and moved into the city without giving medical school another thought.


  What happened in the bank had brought it back to the front of his mind with a startling force. Helping Niko had reminded Charlie why he'd wanted to be a doctor in the first place; to take care of people, to save lives. It had reignited a spark Charlie had thought long dead and forced him to re-evaluate the past two years of his life. Looking at them, he had to admit, he wasn't all that proud. As he sat on his couch, watching the opening screen of Halo 3 repeat itself again and again, he swore he could almost hear his mother's voice telling him that he could be so much more. He could be saving lives and fulfilling both their dreams.


  With that thought echoing through his mind, Charlie grabbed his laptop and pulled up the UW School of Medicine home page. He spent the next few hours looking into courses, financial aid options, and the application requirements laid out by AMCAS. It felt as if he was being driven by some unseen force and now that he'd started, he couldn't stop himself.


  Charlie was registered with AMCAS and reading through the 'How to Apply' section before it really hit him how serious he was about this. His heart was beating fast with excitement and fear. If he did this, it would be even harder than before, both financially and emotionally. More importantly, going back would mean having to finally let go of the guilt he felt for his mother's death and his failure to help prevent it. Could he do that?


  Niko's face came to his mind and, in that moment, Charlie felt as though some weight had been lifted from his shoulders. He hadn't been able to save his mother, probably couldn't have even if he'd somehow convinced her to get looked at sooner, but he had taken care of Niko. Not only that, but he'd faced down men with guns and hadn't fallen to pieces. He was strong and capable and letting his guilt cripple him was only hurting himself and the patients he could be helping. There was still time to make it right. Charlie could finally become the man he always wanted to be. Be someone a man like Niko would be proud to date. Most importantly, he could still make his mother proud.


  His resolve strengthened, Charlie took a deep, steadying breath and clicked 'apply'.


  ****


  Two days later, Charlie paused his game of Skyrim and went to answer his door. He wasn't sure what he was expecting, but it certainly wasn't to see Niko standing there with a tentative smile.


  "Hi."


  "Hey," Charlie breathed, still not sure he wasn't imagining things. "What are you doing here? How do you know where I live?"


  Niko let out an awkward chuckle and ran a hand through his hair. "I may have used police resources to look up men by the name of Charles Jones living in the area and then cross-referenced the info with the location of the bank and the nearest Game Stop. By the way, I took care of that old parking ticket for you."


  "Wow… that's…."


  "Creepy and stalkerish?" Niko supplied.


  Charlie laughed, thinking of his own failed “stalking” attempt. "I was going to say 'kind of hot'."


  "You think my abuse of police resources for the purpose of invading your privacy is hot?"


  "What can I say? I have a power kink," Charlie said, shrugging as if his heart wasn't racing excitedly in his chest. He'd given up any hope that he'd get to see Niko again and now not only was he here, but he'd gone out of his way to find him. It was surreal to think that a man as perfect as Niko had gone to such lengths just to see him again.


  "So… can I come in?"


  The question brought Charlie back from cloud nine and made him blush in embarrassment. "Fuck, yeah, sorry, of course you can. Come on in."


  He moved aside and made a grand sweeping gesture. Niko stepped inside with a barely-perceptible limp and took a look around. Seeing him standing there in his tiny hallway, all long legs, broad chest, and muscular arms, made Charlie's mouth go dry and his palms itch to touch. Resisting the urge, Charlie shut the door behind him and led Niko farther into his apartment.


  "It's not much, but it does the job."


  "It suits you," Niko replied, smiling as he caught sight of Charlie's paused game. "Skyrim?"


  Charlie blinked. "You play?"


  "Some. Fus Ro Dah!" Niko did a tiny fist pump that made Charlie flail inwardly.


  "Did you just…. I can't…. Oh my god. Marry me? I don't even care if I have to be Charlie Snuffleupagus."


  Niko chuckled and shook his head, a light blush tinging his cheeks. "I think it's a bit too soon to be thinking about marriage, but I like where your head is at."


  Charlie grinned and ducked his head, rubbing nervously at the back of his neck. "So… would you like something to drink? Tea? Coffee? Beer?"


  "I'll take a beer if you're having one."


  "Sure. Make yourself at home."


  Charlie hurried to the kitchen and grabbed two bottles of beer. His hands trembled ever so slightly as he popped the tops off. The man of his dreams was in his house, had freely admitted to playing his favorite video game, and was more-or-less telling him he wanted to date. Charlie would have pinched himself, but even if he was dreaming, it wasn't something he wanted to wake from.


  When he returned to the living room, Charlie found Niko lounging comfortably on the couch, his legs sprawled out in front of him casually. He looked good. He looked like he belonged there.


  "Here you go," Charlie said, handing Niko a bottle as he sat next to him.


  They drank in silence for a few moments, sipping in between sneaking glances at one another. Charlie chewed at his bottom lip and tried to think of something to say. He was on the verge of giving up on trying to talk and just jumping Niko when Niko finally spoke.


  "So, I never got a chance to thank you for what you did."


  "What I did?" Charlie asked, his mind still focused on how best to enact his plan for pouncing.


  "With the gunman, and keeping me from bleeding to death and all?"


  "Oh! Yeah, that."


  Niko smiled. "Yeah, 'that'. I just wanted to say thank you, so…."


  He trailed off and leaned forward, pressing his lips against Charlie's in a kiss that was just a bit too wet to be considered chaste. Niko pulled back much sooner than Charlie would have liked and smiled again.


  "Thank you," he said softly.


  "No, thank you," Charlie replied as he pounced, swinging his leg over Niko's lap to straddle him and pull him into another kiss.


  "For what?" Niko gasped as Charlie moved to suck kisses along the line of his jaw.


  "For trying to save me? For taking a bullet for me? For finding me? For giving me an excuse to jump you? Take your pick."


  Whatever Niko's reply might have been, it was quickly swallowed by a soft moan as Charlie sucked at his neck. He scooted closer until their hips were aligned and then pressed himself down, shamelessly grinding his trapped erection against Niko's.


  "Fuck, I want you," Charlie moaned.


  "Now?"


  Charlie pulled back and rested his forehead against Niko's, his hips still thrusting lightly. "Unless you have any objections, yes, now."


  "No objections, just… isn't it a little too soon?" Niko was so incredibly earnest when he said it, Charlie had to fight not to kiss him again.


  "I don't think so. You saved my life, there was flirting and bonding and talk of marriage. I touched your gun," Charlie said, waggling his eyebrows suggestively and trying not to feel too self-conscious about Niko's uncertainty. "It feels right to me. But… I mean, I'm fine with waiting, either way. There's no rush, honestly."


  Charlie fought not to babble as he blushed and started to slide off of Niko's lap. Despite how much Charlie wanted him, he was more than willing to take it slow if that's what Niko wanted. Fortunately, he didn't get very far before Niko was pulling him back, the worried look on his face replaced by a ridiculously sexy grin.


  "Those are very good points," Niko said, practically purring as Charlie settled back into his lap.


  "I thought so," Charlie replied with a grin.


  "I don't really want to wait. I just wanted to make sure this is what you want."


  The look in Niko's eyes—sincere and burning with lust—had Charlie stifling a groan. "Trust me. I want."


  Niko smiled and his hands slid down Charlie's back to his ass, pulling him even closer. He winced slightly as he tried to shift under Charlie's weight.


  Charlie tutted and shook his head. "Uh-uh, you just sit back and let me do all the work. We wouldn't want you to exacerbate that injury."


  With that, Charlie slid gently to the floor between Niko's legs. His hands slipped up Niko's thighs to the button on his jeans. Their eyes held as Charlie popped it open, drew the zipper down, and hooked his fingers into Niko's belt loops.


  "Lift up for me," Charlie murmured, sliding Niko's jeans and boxer-briefs down over his hips when he complied.


  Charlie moaned softly as Niko's cock slapped lightly against his abdomen, heavy and thick. Unable to help himself, he leaned forward and sucked the head into his mouth. He took as much as he could and wrapped a hand around the length that wouldn't fit, stroking in time with the rhythmic bobbing of his head. The tight stretch of his lips around Niko's thickness made Charlie's cock throb and he had to press the heel of his free hand against it in a futile effort to relieve some of the aching pressure.


  Tiny sounds of pleasure rose in Charlie's throat as Niko gasped and arched beneath him. Niko slid a gentle hand into his hair to keep him in place, as though he was afraid that Charlie might suddenly stop. The very idea that Charlie would even consider it was enough to have him smiling around the cock in his mouth. He kept going until he heard Niko's breathing change and then reluctantly pulled back.


  Niko whined pitifully as Charlie sat back to survey his handiwork. Niko's hair was in disarray from where his own fingers had pulled through it and his lips were red and swollen from Charlie's kisses. Just a hint of his perfect stomach was on display, the muscles rippling and the light dusting of hair that led to his cock cheerfully inviting. He looked like some ancient Greek sex god that had been brought to life and thoroughly debauched by Charlie's own unworthy hands.


  "Fuck," Charlie growled.


  Unable to wait any longer, Charlie stood and stripped his clothes off, throwing them in a careless heap behind him. He kneeled again and helped Niko out of his jeans, sliding them as carefully as he could over the bandage on his leg before those too, were tossed to the side. Charlie paused for a moment to grab lube and a condom from the side table and then climbed into Niko's lap.


  The preparation was messy and rushed and at least half of the lube Charlie used ended up streaking down the backs of his thighs, but he couldn't have cared less. He was far too eager to have Niko inside of him. All the while, Niko's hands and lips were busy, touching and tasting and making it fucking impossible to concentrate. Charlie loved every second of it.


  The noise that Niko made when Charlie finally slid onto him was almost inhuman and more than worth the twinge of pain Charlie suffered for rushing. When his ass finally rested in the cradle of Niko's hips, Charlie paused. He rested his forehead against Niko's and kissed him as he tried to catch his breath. Niko's hands were everywhere—sliding up into Charlie's hair, smoothing down his back, slipping down even farther to trace the rim of Charlie's ass where it was stretched impossibly tight around the base of his cock—and the whole time he murmured to Charlie, telling him how perfect he was and how good he felt as he peppered his face and neck with kisses.


  They began to move in tiny increments, Charlie grinding his hips down in a slow figure eight as their gasps and moans steadily rose to fill the air. Sweat trickled down Charlie's back and pooled at the base of his spine as he lifted himself higher and higher with each thrust of his hips. His hands slid over Niko's shoulders, fingers digging in for leverage, and his nails left tiny half-moon indentations in Niko's sweat-slick skin.


  Niko's large hands curled over Charlie's hips, wrapping almost completely around him and guiding him as his thrusts became harder and more erratic. A slight shift of Niko's hips had his cock brushing over Charlie's prostate and that was all it took to have Charlie coming with a harsh, broken sob. Niko followed moments after, his hands tightening like a vice on Charlie's hips. Charlie spared a moment to hope that they would leave bruises.


  Charlie's hips continued to rock as he twitched and whimpered against Niko's throat, still reeling from the intensity of his pleasure. He came down in slow increments, awareness gradually registering the gentle press of Niko's lips, the barely-there brush of his fingers over his skin, the thick press of his cock still buried deep inside.


  "Fuck," Charlie breathed when he had regained the ability to speak.


  "You're telling me," Niko said with a breathy laugh. "Christ."


  Charlie pulled back to smirk at him. "Nope, Charlie."


  "Smart ass."


  Charlie gently flexed his muscles, his smirk growing when Niko's breath stuttered and his hips gave a tiny thrust upward. Confident that he'd won that exchange, Charlie leaned in and kissed Niko again, lingering now that the edge of desperation had been momentarily quelled.


  Eventually Niko's cock softened and their bodies were forced to part. Charlie whined at the loss, but Niko simply kissed his pout and suggested a shower, which mollified him a bit. Their fingers were pruned by the time they made it out of the shower since the majority of their time was spent cleaning one another, only to dirty themselves again.


  Once they were dry, Charlie pulled out his deluxe first aid kit and expertly re-bandaged Niko's leg, placing a little kiss on his knee when he finished. He gave him his largest pair of pajama pants and his old UW sweatshirt. The pants were two inches too short and the shirt stretched so tightly across Niko's chest that Charlie barely resisted the urge to tear it right back off again.


  At Niko's suggestion, they ordered take-out from the Chinese restaurant a couple of blocks away and spent the rest of the night munching egg rolls while Charlie did his best to teach Niko the intricacies of Call of Duty: Modern Warfare. Halfway through attempting to capture Victor Zakhaev, they abandoned the game for another round of mind-blowing sex.


  Afterward, they curled up together on the couch, Charlie draped over Niko, cradled in the space between the back of the couch and his side. It was cozy and perfect and Charlie couldn't believe he had only met this man four days before.


  "Do you really hate the name Stephanopoulos?" Niko asked just as Charlie was beginning to nod off.


  Charlie opened his eyes and tilted his head to look up at him. It was clear that the question—and Charlie's answer—really mattered to him. Charlie smiled and shook his head.


  "No," he replied. "Believe it or not, it's starting to grow on me."


  THE END
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  Dear Author,
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  FALLING FACES


  by LdDurham


  If I had thought for even a moment that I'd actually run into the Neanderthal, I'd have dressed a bit better. As it was, I was stuck outside my dad's shop with nowhere to go when John Jacobs pulled up. I swear to you that that is his real name. Most people call him JJ. I call him Jerk.


  JJ drove a pick-up truck, which was kind of a law in the town I grew up in. In my home town, there are more blue collars than you can shake a stick at. Not that I have a problem with that, exactly. But growing up as a modern hippie, it had always made me feel completely out of place. And John Jacobs had made sure that that was a feeling that never went away, calling me Nate the Nerd in elementary school.


  Of course, when I say modern hippie, I mean budding environmentalist. And being a budding environmentalist in a town that believed the land was theirs to do with as they pleased, I tended to ruffle feathers when I pointed out better ways to conduct business. JJ's father had been a tire salesman and had hated my guts after I brought him printed-out articles about how toxic some of his practices were.


  I've since learned to curb my enthusiasm a bit and put it in more useful directions.


  I had only been home from college for a few days when I had to run into JJ. I'd figured he'd still be off in the Army becoming Sergeant Jerk or some other befitting career choice for the bad-ass tough guy I had grown up with. JJ had a horrible attitude and didn't care who knew it or got caught in it. I should know. I grew up in the same neighborhood as him and had had to ride the bus with him and go to kindergarten through junior year with him. He was a year older, so I got to enjoy my senior year Jerk-free, but still, I knew the Neanderthal well. Well enough to know that I should start walking down the sidewalk away from him as soon as he hopped out of his truck.


  However, my first impulse was quickly snuffed by the thought that I was no longer some younger kid who had to deal with him. I'm a man now, damn it! Jerk can go suck a lemon if he had a problem with me standing out front of my own father's hardware store. I didn't have to take his abuse.


  Girding my loins, I watched JJ step up onto the curb and look over at me. He had no sunglasses on, but I did, which gave me a tactical advantage as he walked toward the door of the shop. The Neanderthal looked similar to the him from five years ago. Same dark brown hair that had a bit of curl to it when he let it grow long, which seemed a little shaggy now, but not shabbily so. He had filled out into his man's body, plus some. Apparently his beginning weight-lifting in high school P.E. had become a full-time hobby by looking at his thick arms and shoulders. I knew how thick his arms and shoulders were because they were barely encased in the tight t-shirt he wore. That was new. He had always worn baggy clothes in school. So seeing him poured into those tight jeans was a little unsettling.


  He looked good, the bastard.


  I stood my ground, tensed and ready for a snotty word out of his mouth. I didn't even step back from the doorway. He'd have to pass just inches by me and I was ready for him. Just let him say something to me. I really wished I had been wearing something better than my own pair of loose jeans and sweatshirt with "Wild about Tofu" written across it. But who knew I'd be having a long overdue showdown with Beelzebub.


  "Hey," he said.


  "What's that supposed to mean?" I snapped.


  John came to a stop, his hand on the door and only a foot away from me. I forced myself not to back up. As a kid, the Jerk may have been fast with his fists, but as adults, I could be faster with the cops and a lawyer. Let him try anything!


  "Hey, as in 'hey,'" he said. His eyebrows were up and he looked at me as if I was a curious bug. Then he smiled. "You know, a greeting."


  What the hell was this? A new way to attack? When did JJ the Jack Ass figure out his mouth could smile? I glared at him behind my sunglasses, trying to discern his form of offence. I shifted my weight, cocking a hip out and folded my arms.


  "I didn't know you could be pleasant," I sniped.


  His eyes narrowed just a hair as he looked at me closer. My shoulders tensed a bit more, ready to dodge.


  He nodded once and said, "Nate. It's been a few years."


  Bastard! He had thrown me for a loop without a single punch. When had he learned my name, let alone learned to associate it with my face? I wasn't sure what to do with this clever attack. So, I said, "Yeah." I admit that it wasn't my best comeback.


  He further stunned me when he asked, "Are you all done with college?"


  I faltered and muttered, "Yeah, I graduated last week."


  His smile got a little wider. "Congratulations." He looked into the store through the glass door. "I have to get a few tools back to my boss before he puts my ass in a sling, but we should get together soon and catch up. I'd like to know how you've been." He nodded again, as if tipping a hat to me, and stepped into the shop.


  The door clicked closed and I looked around for the hidden cameras, waiting a few moments for the TV host to pop out and tell me that the school bully I was used to had secretly been switched. But none of that happened and I realized that I was going to be standing there when he came back out. Awkward. So I decided in that moment that I needed a coffee. I beat cheeks to the café kitty-corner to my dad's shop. Settling at a table near the window, I watched my foe come back out of the shop with a couple of boxes, hop back up into his truck and leave. But he did seem to look over at where I had been standing. Maybe he had gotten slower with age and had just figured out something cutting to say to me just then. Ha! Now he'd just have to have it stuck in his craw and fester, thinking only of me and what he could have said and done.


  I decided not to think about how I was doing exactly that. After he drove off, I finished my coffee, exchanged pleasantries with the waitress who had been serving me pancakes since I was two, and then strolled back to the hardware store.


  My dad had owned the shop since I was about seven, when the old owner retired and offered to sell it to his best employee. My parents had done a great job of modernizing it without changing it outwardly. People in my home town didn't take to change very easily, which is why I had got out of it as soon as I could.


  The bell jingled above my head as I opened the door and my dad looked up from the counter. "Where'd you go? I thought you were going to help me with this?" He pointed down at the box of bolts he was sorting. My dad was slim with a small paunch that fell over his belt. I guess he'd be described as wiry, with gray hair and the glasses he had recently started having to wear all the time. Why do we not see our parents aging as we grow up with them, but a few months or years away and they suddenly become old? Not that my parents were even close to retirement or anything. It was still weird to see them as older adults.


  "I went over for a coffee to get me better focused," I answered. I leaned on the counter and stared at the bolts. I am sure there was a difference between them, but I wouldn't know. My dad continued to hold out hope that I'd one day know my way around wrenches and ratchets. I didn't have the heart to tell him I still had a hard time correctly operating an electric screw driver.


  "Focus," my dad mocked, with a laughing huff. "There are only two sizes here. Put the two-inch here and the two-and-a-half over here," he said, indicating two other boxes.


  "I thought you bought these in bulk by size," I said, picking up a bolt and examining it. "Did you get some sort of sale for separating them yourself?"


  "I wish." My dad barely looked at the bolts as he sorted like a machine. "Three-year old tried scaling the shelves and brought these two boxes down. You remember McKaley, from your high school? She was blond back then, I think. It was her son that made the mess."


  McKaley had been a popular girl, wanted by all the boys. Apparently somebody got her. "I didn't know she was married."


  My dad smirked. "And here I thought you were a modern man, not held down by conventions," he said with a lofty tone. He tossed four more bolts in the… two-inch box, I think. "She's not married. She's on her own and doing ok as a salesperson over at the car dealership. Heard she's one of their top sellers."


  That was surprising. Who knew McKaley could sell cars? I guess people can surprise you. I held up a bolt. "Is this a two-and-a-half?"


  With a sigh, my dad shook his head. "I thought you environmentalists built forts in trees and strapped yourselves to whaling ships. How are you going to do that when you can't tell which bolt is bigger?"


  "Not all environmentalists are like that. I'm more into educating the public and working with them in fixing and avoiding environmental impact."


  "Is that why you have your mom keeping trash in a coffee can on the kitchen counter?"


  "It's a compost collector. For the compost pile I am making."


  "And I thought you were just making a trash can with a rotten smell in the side yard for kicks."


  "Actually, it's so the bodies won't be discovered as quickly when the urge to kill strikes me again," I said. My dad laughed. He enjoyed teasing me but I knew he put his banana peels in the can. And I knew he was proud of me. I may not be able to rebuild an engine or put in new plumbing, but my dad didn't care. I was one of the lucky people on this earth who ended up with parents that truly loved me and encouraged me. Don't think I take that for granted.


  We rode home together in my dad's truck. After dropping off a load of nails to one of his long-time customers, he pulled into our driveway. Not only do our parents suddenly age, but our houses get smaller when we come back home. Seriously, what is up with that?


  "Hey, baby," my dad called out as we came inside. Following our noses, we went to the kitchen to see my mom standing in the middle of it with a glare on her face.


  "Dinner is ruined."


  This was, unfortunately, a fairly regular occurrence. My dad, taking it in his usual stride, just went to her and hugged her. "That's fine. We'll try again another day. You want Chinese?"


  My mom is the senior librarian for our town. She loves it and I always loved that my mom had tons of free books to give me whenever I wanted. For a while, as a kid, I thought we actually owned all the books in town. JJ the Jerk, set me straight on that one day, and I vowed to never read another book if it may have ever been contaminated by him. Then I quickly realized that the jerk probably never learned to read.


  My mom is just as enraptured with books as I am and is constantly trying new things that she finds in them. She has a craft room filled with the beginnings of every handicraft known to mankind. She has several half-gardens in the back yard. But her greatest bane is cooking books. They're like a drug to my mom. She reads almost every one of them and then attempts to achieve mastery of them. Sometimes, she gets it right. That night, it seemed, she hadn't.


  "I don't understand what happened," my mother said into my dad's shoulder. She looked up at me. "Vietnamese looked like something I could definitely do."


  I shrugged. "It's always the easy ones that are deceptive."


  "That's what your mom said about my girlfriend in high school," my dad said. He laughed when she half-heartedly popped him on the arm and pulled away. "Come on, let's go out to eat. I wanna show off my college-graduate kid."


  My dad didn't get to go to college, which was a shame, because he was fascinated with knowledge. Probably why he and my mom got on so well; he held her on a pedestal and she could talk with him about anything. He was very proud to now have both a wife and son with college degrees.


  We headed out to one of three Chinese restaurants in our town. It was my dad's favorite because the owner did all his own repairs and came to my dad for the tools. Mr. Chang always gave my dad extra wontons and my mom an extra egg roll that she said she shouldn't eat, but always did. For me, he always had an extra fortune cookie. I wonder if I could now exchange it for a beer.


  "So," my mom said after we ordered. "Where are you thinking about applying?"


  "Nate just got home," my dad said. "Let him relax a bit."


  I took a sip of my drink, which wasn't beer, unfortunately, and said, "The city first."


  "Our city?" my dad asked, surprised.


  "Yeah. Why not? Don't want me to live here anymore?"


  My mom frowned over my shoulder, making me do the same and I frowned, too. The Jerk was at a table against the wall. This town definitely wasn't big enough for the both of us. But at least my mom was also unhappy with his presence. It made me feel better.


  "I hate seeing that," she said in an undertone.


  "What?" my dad asked. She nodded with her chin toward the other side of the restaurant. My dad followed her attention and grimaced. Good. He agreed with us. I felt a deeper kinship with my parents. "Yeah," he said.


  Nudging him with her elbow, my mom said, "Go get him."


  I was shocked! My mom was sending my dad over to beat up the Neanderthal? I was struck dumb for a moment before finally choking out, "What?"


  "I know you guys didn't get along very well as kids," Mom said. "But I hate seeing him sitting by himself. He could have his dinner with us."


  "You want him to eat with us?" I nearly slammed my hand to my chest in outrage but just barely held off the dramatics. Instead, I leaned forward and hissed over our drinks. "I don't want him over here. He's a jerk!"


  "Be nice, Nate. You guys are both adults now." My mom nudged my dad again and he obligingly stood up. I grabbed his wrist.


  "That just means he's a bigger bully. Studies show that people like that continue their nasty behaviors into the adult workplace and become those neighbors nobody likes. Don't invite him over here."


  "Studies have also shown," my mom answered, "that many bullies have trauma in their childhood that causes them to act out."


  I scoffed. "The theory that bullies suffer from low self-esteem has been proven false. It is their over-abundance of self-esteem that causes them to act in such aggressive and selfish ways."


  "Are you casting every child with aggressive behavior into the same category? That seems a bit presumptuous of you. And obtuse."


  "Not every child," I shot back. "But the majority of studies now show--"


  "Yes, but each child is different and some act out due to trauma, not from low-esteem, which is what I was saying. You changed my words to support your argument."


  "Baby," my dad said, leaning down to mutter into her ear. "You're turning me on."


  "Gross," I instinctively responded. I shook my head and looked back at my now smiling mother. "I had to deal with him for years. I don't want to have dinner with him." Admittedly, the last sentence kind of came out petulantly. So my mom's response had to be expected.


  "Nate. Grow up," she said with a wicked grin and shooed my dad away. I grimaced and barely kept myself from crossing my arms over my chest. I could be a grown up about this. My mom was making me have dinner with the neighbor boy who I didn't want to talk to. Yep, totally grown up.


  In not nearly enough time, my dad returned with the jerk and a waiter who was being upraised of the switch. Of course, the empty chair was next to me. JJ sat down with an easy-going smile and nod to my mom. "Thank you, Mrs. Kelly. I appreciate not having dinner alone."


  "You are very welcome, JJ." My mom didn't even pause in rearranging place settings to kick me under the table when I didn't greet him. I winced, but refused to be a part of her bizarre social experiment. I was going to just be a silent adult. Totally and completely mature about it all. But my mother would never be swayed by that. She cast her gauntlet at my feet with a direct question. "Nate. You remember JJ, don't you?"


  I glared at her, but JJ answered before I could. "We saw each other today outside the hardware store. He was telling me he just finished college."


  How dare the bastard make it sound like I was having some sort of conversation with him! My mother began to look fully satisfied with herself. "Did you? That's good to hear."


  "I thought you went into the Army to terrorize innocent civilians?" I asked with a bite, more at my mom than at JJ. But I was fine with gnawing on him, as well.


  My mom glared, but JJ answered with an affable nod. I can't tell you how annoying it was to describe him as affable. "I did. Served and then got out. It wasn't for me."


  "Attacking people and making them fearful wasn't for you? Are you sure you were being used to the best of your ability?"


  "Nate, knock it off," my mom snapped.


  JJ looked at me and he had a sort of sad smile on his face. "The Army does a lot of humanitarian services, you know."


  "Oh. Then, yeah, ok. I can see you not fitting in at all." I smirked at my glass, but it was a little pasted on. The sad smile had gotten to me. It had seemed very human, and I wasn't used to that from JJ. It threw me off kilter. Luckily for me, our food arrived and everyone was busy sorting what dish went where after our table switching.


  Once we were settled and eating, JJ looked at me. I ignored him for a second, and just as I was about to demand to know what he was looking at, he smiled and asked, "So, what did you do in college?"


  I swallowed my tofu. "I learned."


  "Nate has a degree in environmental engineering," my dad said with a big proud grin. "Still can't tell a nut from a bolt, but has a degree in engineering."


  "I can tell a nut from a bolt," I said in exasperation. "And it's not that kind of engineering, anyway."


  "What kind is it?" JJ asked.


  He seemed genuinely interested. That was… disconcerting. I took a drink and answered. "I work to make sure that the environment is protected whenever people want to use the land, water, or air. I engineer ways in which people and the environment are mutually served and benefitted."


  JJ grinned. "Awesome. That is something you probably excel at. You were always such a strong guy and willing to work hard to do what you thought was best. I can really see you being a top professional in no time."


  What? I looked into my rice and felt my guts wibble in confusion. Was that a jibe? I went through every word and couldn't find the insult. When did he… know me? How would he know what I was always like? He barely looked at me, too busy being a punk and terror to everyone in his general vicinity.


  "Isn't that right?" my dad asked, rhetorically. He seemed pleased as punch with JJ. "Nate is going to knock some heads and do some good in this world."


  Now I was just completely adrift. I couldn't keep my bearings. Being angry and offended at JJ's presence was what I was supposed to be doing, but I couldn't keep the negative emotions if my dad and JJ were hosing me with good vibes.


  "Are you staying in town for a while?" JJ asked. He was half-way through his Sweet and Sour Pork. I wanted to be pissed at him for eating meat, but my own parents were chowing down on flesh. Instead I took another bite of my Mapo Tofu.


  "Yes. I am," I answered, defiantly.


  He smiled. "Good."


  Was that a threat?


  "Nate was just saying that he was going to try applying to our own city," my mom said. Nice of her to join in on the mess she had made of our dinner.


  My dad got JJ talking about himself and I learned that he had been trained as a mechanic in the Army and that now he was working for the dealership. The same one where McKaley, the super salesperson, did her thing. JJ had plans on moving up in the ranks and was already one of the top mechanics. He wanted to be in management and then to strike out and create his own business.


  "Your mom would be really proud of you," my dad said, gripping JJ's shoulder briefly.


  "Thanks," JJ answered.


  "Why isn't she proud now?" I asked. Seemed a bit nasty of the woman to withhold her praise until her son was a business owner. My dad was giddy at me just finishing college.


  I realized I had made a faux pas when the energy at the table became tight. It dawned on me why JJ's mom may not be proud now just as JJ answered. "She passed away a few years ago." He said it kindly, as if trying not to embarrass me. I was seriously beginning to think that JJ had a twin brother and that I was dealing with the good twin. But even so, I felt bad.


  "I'm very sorry," I answered. And I was. JJ's mom had been a very nice lady.


  "Thanks," JJ said. "You know, she always liked you a lot. Remember the time you set up that petition to have the school district have a compost heap and not send out so much garbage?"


  "Schools are horrible trash producers," I replied.


  "You were only eleven," my mom said with a smile.


  JJ was smiling too. "My mom not only signed it, but encouraged everyone she knew to sign it, too. She thought you were pretty tough and tenacious with a big heart."


  As I was floundering again, my mom answered, "He is. Your mom was a very good woman."


  "She was," JJ said.


  The checks came and my dad and JJ tussled when my dad grabbed both to pay. My dad won, which I had never been in doubt of, and JJ relented, but uncomfortably so. "Take Nate out to show him the other changes in town and I'll consider it a fair trade," my dad said.


  The hell? "I can show myself around my own damn town, Dad!"


  "No, it'll be fun." JJ was smiling. "We can go out for drinks right now, if you don't have anything else going on."


  "Good, good." My mom was grabbing her purse and my dad as if they were late for something. "We'll see you boys later."


  I watched, in disbelief, as my parents nearly ran out of the restaurant.


  JJ chuckled beside me. His chair scraped as he stood up. "Come on, Nate. Let me show you that I'm not the thug I used to be."


  I stayed sitting. "I thought this was about showing me the town I grew up in, and not about you," I sniped. Although, I was surprised he did understand that he had been a nasty piece of work, he wasn't excusing his behavior. But I still wasn't forgiving him.


  He sat back down and grinned. "You already know the town. Now you can learn about me."


  "Why would I want to?"


  "Because I want to learn about you."


  "Why?"


  He laughed. "What are you, four?" He stood again. "Come on. I won't bite. Unless you want me to," he said with a wink.


  A wink? Biting? What the hell? Now I knew I was dealing with a twin brother. I stood up and quickly followed him out of the restaurant. He stopped at his truck which was parked under one of the few parking lot lights in the gravel lot.


  "What was that supposed to mean?" I demanded when I got there.


  "What?" he asked, innocently.


  "No. No, what. You know what."


  He opened the passenger side door and said with wide eyes, "I don't know what you're talking about." He walked around the truck and hopped in on the other side. He put the keys in the ignition but didn't turn them. Instead he watched me through the cab, a smile on his face.


  "What, are you fag-baiting now?" I inwardly winced at the term. I had been vice-president of my university's GLBTQ center for two years, and that language was not tolerated. But I had wanted to provoke a reaction, to get him to admit what he was doing. If he wanted me to get in a truck with him, I wanted him to know that I wasn't going to get bashed without bashing back, harder.


  His smile dropped. "That was pretty nasty, wasn't it?"


  Great. He made me feel bad. Angry, I said into the truck, "What are you up to?"


  He looked at me for a moment, then looked out the windshield. "I wasn't… baiting," he said, before turning back to look at me. "I was… Well, I was trying to flirt. Apparently it didn't work."


  My stomach made a strange thud, as if my heart had fallen into it. "Flirt?"


  "Yeah."


  I stood on the broken asphalt, watching him watch me. Slowly, I stepped into the truck and shut the door. We sat in the dark quiet for a few minutes. It wasn't an uncomfortable silence, so much as it was expectant. Although who was expecting what, I wasn't sure.


  "Are you seeing anyone right now?" he asked.


  "No."


  "That's good."


  Another few moments of silence passed.


  "Are you?" I asked.


  "No. I wouldn't be trying to take you out if I was." He seemed slightly offended.


  "Have you ever? Dated a boy?"


  "Yeah."


  My head spun around and I stared at him. "You have?"


  His shoulders relaxed and he grinned a little, his teeth bright in the darkened interior. "I'm actually kind of popular at Melodies." Melodies? The gay bar in the next town over? He knew about it? Had been there? Was popular there?


  "If you think I was going to experiment with the newly returned gay boy in town, you are wrong," he said.


  That had actually been my exact thought. Chagrined, I asked, "Then what are you doing?"


  He turned in his seat, his arm resting on the steering wheel, and laughed. "I'm trying to hit on you. Take you out. Maybe get a kiss."


  I turned in my own seat to face him. "Why?"


  He scoffed and shook his head. "Because I find you attractive, obviously."


  "No. Not obviously. You are JJ the Jerk! You are mean and nasty and you hit people!"


  "No. I was JJ the Jerk and I used to be mean and nasty and hit people." He paused. "Ok. I may still hit people if they deserve it."


  "See!" I crowed triumphantly.


  "No, not see," he said, mimicking me. "Some guys were harassing a man I was dating and I didn't take kindly to it. I hit only when I need to, now"


  Damn. Ok. Fine. Point to him. Actually, a lot of points to him. "How do I know you've suddenly become a saint among men?"


  "I'm far from a saint, Nate. And that is why I want to take you out. So you can get to know me. The me now. Not the one from five years ago. And then I can get to know you."


  "I haven't made any miraculous changes in my personality," I pointed out.


  He smiled and said, "Good." He turned and started the truck. "Although you do seem a bit mouthier than before."


  The truck pulled out of the lot and onto the street. "Is that a problem?" I snapped.


  "Nope." He threw me a smirk. "I like mouth."


  I nearly blushed. He had finally succeeded in making me think of him as a man, rather than a brutish teenager. A man who wanted to kiss me. Oh my god.


  As I sat stewing in my quandary of sex and the past, JJ drove us onto Main Street and to one of the quieter pubs. Or at least that was how it had always been portrayed. I hadn't ever been in it before, my times home as a legally-drinking adult having been sparse, short, and spent with my folks. I hopped out of the truck as soon as it stopped and we walked in together. We were met with the most horrific rendition of "Eye of the Tiger" I had ever heard. And I wasn't a fan of the original.


  "Crap. I forgot it was karaoke night," JJ said with a grimace. The place was packed and loud, as people tried to drown out the bad singing with their own conversations. JJ continued to grimace at the crowd, but they didn't oblige by leaving or quieting down. He looked at me and held up his finger. "Wait right here," he said, before pushing his way toward the bar.


  So, I waited. I noticed a few people I had gone to school with, but they were busy at their own table, heckling the singer with some good-natured teasing. Seeing the empty chair at their table, I assumed they were the ones that pushed the poor woman up there.


  JJ returned with a paper bag and a smile. He motioned for me to follow him and we went outside. "Are we going somewhere else?"


  "Yeah. I want to talk with you, not shout." We got back in the truck and he drove us back out onto Main. He turned on the radio. "What kind of music do you like? You still into the Beatles?"


  I frowned. "How did you know I liked the Beatles?"


  "You had a patch on your backpack for years."


  "Oh." I shrugged. "Yeah, but who doesn't like the Beatles?"


  "My boss."


  I looked at him, shocked. "Nuh uh!"


  JJ kept his eyes on the road. He nodded and said, "Yep. He can't stand them."


  "I…" I was stumped. "I didn't know people could actively hate the Beatles. It's like… hating Elvis."


  "I know. I thought the same thing." He turned on a classic rock station that had been around forever. I even had a plastic mug of theirs from a raffle I won at the fair when I was nine. We listened to "People Are Strange" and I realized how right Jim Morrison had been. I felt strange in my own town. Like I was seeing it for the first time, and really it was only because I was sitting beside the town bully who I hadn't been able to stand to be around just twelve hours ago. Now we were going…


  "Where are we going?" We were off the main streets, heading out of town. The brief fear that I had been tricked and was on my way to getting bashed flitted through my brain.


  But JJ smiled, a warm smile, and said, "The beach. It's quiet there."


  "Yeah, 'cause everyone is trying not to be caught by the cops for public nudity." I gave him an arch look, daring him to contradict that. Everyone knew the beach was make-out central.


  JJ laughed. I think it was the first time I had ever heard him laugh like that, all light and happy. "Not that part of the beach. Up near the rocks."


  "Oh." We turned off the highway and started down the gravel road that would take us toward a small parking lot. Just before it came into the view of the headlights, JJ swerved the truck onto an even smaller track. The ocean was a pitch-black nothing alongside of us somewhere. My cousin had come to stay with us one summer and said it freaked him out, that big nothing. Like the world just ended. Having grown up with it, it felt normal. Calm, even. Big boulders started to appear beside the gravel track and the sound of the crunching tires turned into a more solid thumping as the road got a bit bumpier. Finally, JJ pulled into a small turnaround and cut the engine.


  "Here we are," he said, cheerfully.


  "Just so you know, my parents know I came with you. So if my body ends up floating in the sea, they'll know who to go after."


  His hand on the door, JJ turned to face me. "I promise that I didn't bring you out here to hurt you. I just wanted to catch up with you."


  "And kiss."


  He held up his hand. "But only if I deserve it."


  I stared at him a moment, then nodded. We exited the truck and I watched him pull something out of the back. I must have looked suspicious because he held up a roll of cloth and said, "Just a blanket. It might be wet out there."


  He headed up around the man-sized boulders that were a few yards away from the turnaround and I followed. I noticed he had also snagged a pack of some sort. The moon was full and the sand glowed, allowing us to easily navigate the terrain with no flashlight. Since JJ wasn't carrying a flashlight, I had to assume that he had known we wouldn't need it. Had he planned this from the beginning?


  Hiking around the clump of boulders, we came into a semi-private cove. The sand changed into smooth, knuckle-sized pebbles on this side of the beach, making it not as popular with the amorous teens and other residents of town. JJ laid the thick blanket out on the beach, still warm from the sun. I watched him warily as he set the pack and the paper bag on the pebbles and then plopped himself down on the blanket. He looked up at me, expectantly.


  "What's in the bag?" I asked.


  He smiled and pulled two bottles of beer and a foil-wrapped container out. "Beer and fries. I made sure they used only vegetable oil."


  Damn. That was actually kind of sweet, him thinking to check on the oil like that. I came forward and sat beside him. He handed me a bottle and passed me the now open foil container. The fries were still hot, doused in salt and vinegar. Nice. Now that we were outside and the headlights of the truck were no longer polluting the night, I could see the ocean. The moonlight glinted off the waves rolling in and the soft shush of the water lapping up onto the sand was really nice. I had missed this when I had been inland at school.


  "This is nice," I said. I took a sip of beer. "Do you take a lot of guys here?"


  JJ snuffed a laugh into his own bottle, swallowed, and said, "No. When I said I was popular and had dated a few guys, I didn't mean to imply that I was a player."


  "Then what are you?"


  He stared out to the ocean and contemplated his own thoughts for a few moments. I let him, hoping to get a straight and honest answer. He played with the bottle in his hand before setting it down between his legs. "I'm just a normal guy. What you see is what you get. I live my life with as much honesty that is socially acceptable and I just want to find someone special, build a house, build a business, and have a good life."


  I turned those words over in my mind. "But you haven't always been that way."


  He took a deep breath, blowing it out slowly, still watching the ocean. "No."


  "Why?" I kept my eyes on the side of his face. "Maybe the boys at Melodies take you as you are, but I grew up with you. I saw you being a jerk and making kids cry. I saw you beat up another guy in the cafeteria just 'cause he bumped into you. You can't just change and expect me to accept it. I mean, you can, but I won't. I know you."


  "You knew me," he said. He looked down at his bottle, once again in his hands. "You knew me before my dad died."


  My chest thumped. "Your dad died?" Was it just bad karma on his part? Losing both parents in such a short amount of time seemed overly harsh for the universe. "I'm sorry. I didn't know."


  He shook his head. "I'm not sorry." His voice had become harder. "I'm only sorry that my mom was in the car with him. Otherwise, the day he died was the day I was set free."


  I watched him, carefully silent. He stared out into the night, but I figured it was one of those moments where the person wasn't actually seeing the scenery, but something in their head. "My dad," he said fiercely, "was a vicious, cruel, lying son of a bitch. He hit me and mom since before I could remember. But he did it so no one knew. And we couldn't act like we were anything other than a perfectly normal family. He never left visible marks." He paused to take a hard chug off his beer. "I hated that I was so afraid of him.


  "I went into the army to get away from him. It was good for a while, but it wasn't what I wanted forever. And it was during DADT, so there was no way I could make the army my career. It didn't allow me to do what I needed to do with my life and still be a soldier."


  "You knew you were gay back then?" I asked quietly.


  I snorted. "I knew I was gay since I was old enough to know what my genitals were for. But to listen to my dad, gay people were the nastiest pieces of scum that ever slimed their way into life."


  My use of the word 'fag' had probably not been the best choice given this new piece of information. A lot of things about JJ growing up started to click into place. "I'm sorry."


  He finally looked at me. He frowned and shook his head. "Don't be sorry."


  "I am, though. I'm sorry your dad was such an awful person. I'm sorry you had to live through that. I'm sorry I thought so badly of you."


  "Hey, I worked hard for people to hate me."


  "Yeah, but you had a reason. I'm sorry no one cottoned on and figured out how to help you. Or at least be your friend and understand you." I put my hand on his thigh, trying to comfort through some sort of touch. "And I'm sorry that I kept being nasty to you when you had changed. That was messed up on my part."


  "No, it wasn't." He put his hand on top of mine. "It was expected. I've never told anyone the truth before. I think some of the older people in town may have known something was up, but I never admitted it until now."


  That threw me. Confused, I asked, "Why?"


  "Because you know me." He smiled a very small smile. "And maybe 'cause I always had a crush on you."


  "No, you didn't!" I said, totally and completely not believing him.


  He put his free hand on his heart. "I swear. Why do you think after we hit puberty I stopped messing with you? I even beat up that Chuck kid when he made fun of you for wearing lavender."


  "It was purple," I said, automatically repeating what I had said over and over that day in ninth grade when Chuck Marshall had kept calling me nasty names for wearing girl colors. I remembered him leaving me alone the rest of the year he was at our school, but I thought it was because a teacher had lectured him. A thought occurred and my eyes opened in shock. "I thought he had in-home suspension."


  "Nah. I gave him a black eye and he stayed home for a few days 'cause he was scared of me."


  "You did that because of me?"


  JJ shrugged. "Not really that stellar, but it was all I could do at the time." He paused and grimaced. "But, honestly, I'd beat the hell out of anyone who messed with you now, too. But I'd give them more warnings. I guess a tiger can't change all their stripes."


  I admit to having some primal part of my brain thrill at such a Neanderthal sentiment. "Well, I think that is ok. Giving them warning, I mean." I stumbled, not sure how to proceed without looking silly. "You don't want to look like a weakling, but you have to give them a chance to modify their behavior."


  JJ nodded, then grinned. "Ok. As long as you can rationalize it, I'm good."


  I laughed and he joined me. We watched the moon play on the waves. I turned my hand over, the one on his thigh, so I could hold his. His hand tightened over mine. "If you told me," I mused, "that I would be holding hands on the beach with John Jacobs, contemplating giving him a kiss, I'd have directed you to drug rehab."


  JJ turned his head to look at me. "Yeah? If someone had told me the same thing about you, I'd have looked for a magic wand."


  I chuckled and returned his look. Naturally, we moved closer and our lips met, gently. It was a sweet kiss. Tentative, but not fearful. It ended as naturally as it started. We stared into each other's eyes and I have to say it was one of the most romantic, if slightly surreal moments of my life.


  "That wasn't a pity kiss, was it?" he asked.


  My brow creased in a frown. "No. I wouldn't do that."


  He watched me for a second. Then he smiled his sweet smile. It was a smile I was starting to really enjoy seeing and wanted to keep seeing. "No. You wouldn't. You're always straight forward. I always really, really liked that about you. Still do."


  "I wish I knew more about the you now to say more of what I like about you," I admitted. "But what I do like is how you weren't afraid to recreate yourself. That takes a lot of guts."


  JJ absorbed that. His hand squeezed mine as he said, "Well, we got time for you to get to know me better, don't we?"


  I smiled and squeezed back. "Yeah. Yeah, we do. I'd like that a lot, actually."


  "You won't mind hanging out with the jerk?" he teased.


  "Only if he promises not to squirt me with a juice box," I teased back, reminding him of an incident when I was in second grade. He leaned forward and gave me a quick kiss.


  "I promise."


  We stayed out on the beach all night, lying on the blanket, looking up at the stars and exchanging stories from our years apart. And even of the years when we lived only a couple of streets away, but separated by so much more. And, ok, some kisses were exchanged, as well. When it got a little cool, we rolled the edges of the blanket up around us and enjoyed each other's closeness. In the morning, we woke to the sound of the gulls out catching their breakfast and a beautiful new day.


  I am happy to report that JJ the Jerk and Nate the Nerd became very, very happy together.


  THE END
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  ****


  


  …FEELS SO GOOD WHEN YOU STOP


  by Eve Ocotillo
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  Good looking young guy in a baseball cap drizzling a drink down his chest..
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  Dear Author,


  I work as a bartender at a bar south of the border. Came over on vacation with my lover, to celebrate our first year together, and ended up staying. Alone. See, the day after our arrival at the all-inclusive resort, I had to stay in our hotel room because I got the "curse of Moctezuma". By the time I felt better a couple of days later, he had found someone else with whom to enjoy his time off. Found them making out on the beach, sans bathing suits.


  So I make a living, enjoy myself, it's all sex, no feelings. Won't let myself fall into that crap again.


  Right now? There's a very cute someone crouching below the bar, having a body shot off of what I'm pouring, drinking it off of a very interested part of my body. He's a new co-worker and I like him, a lot, but I won't let it get beyond that.


  Dear author, can you give this gorgeous guy back his belief in love and an HEA?


  Thanks!


  Sincerely,


  Fangtasia
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  genre: contemporary
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  …FEELS SO GOOD WHEN YOU STOP


  by Eve Ocotillo


  It's not as if I really cared all that much. I mean, I did. Care. I'm not an asshole. But what I'm saying is that when Mike pulled that shit on me, it's not as if I went home crying. Because I'd known it would turn out like that. Because I'm not the kind of guy that inspires another to fits of commitment. I flit, I laugh, I have fun. Just—


  There's a saying, "Always the bridesmaid, never the bride." You heard that one? Except, yeah, it's not like I'd ever be a bride anyway, because I have a dick—duh—and I don't really get into dresses. Silk hose once or twice, sure—and there was the time with the—


  Oh. Right. So, yeah, my cousin, Viv, says that about me when she's yankin' my chain. Always the bridesmaid... Well—sort-of cousin. More like a step-cousin, because her mom and my mom were real tight—aw shit. But I'm supposed to be talking about me, right? Right. Weird. Onward through the fog.


  So because I know that about me—I'm reconciled, you know? I've learned that you make the best of the hand you've been dealt. So I do. There are advantages to being eternally single, and if you're born without 20/20, you learn to make glasses a fashion accessory. Or some shit like that.


  That's why I can say that when I found Mike on the beach blowing a blond gorilla—good taste, Mike has—it didn't really hurt that much. 'Cause I'd expected it.


  Just thought it'd be later rather than sooner.


  Didn't think it'd be on the vacation we'd planned together for a month.


  And it wasn't as if we'd traded rings or anything like that. I mean, it was a one year anniversary trip; not a marriage. But it did sting that he couldn't wait a day while I got over the damn runs from eating one of those shaved ice cone things that the street vendors sell, so I guess I got all butt-hurt. Stupid, given the circumstances.


  But there was this pride thing going down, you know? I got pissed-off, wasn't thinkin' too clear, and laid into him when he got back. He told me I was a drama queen, which—okay fuck me, but I've never been a drama queen in my whole life. I'm not going to tell you I'm fault-free, but one thing I know about me is that I roll with the punches. So yeah. I got pissed off. And okay. So I was a little bit hurt.


  But not much.


  Because I get it. I'm just not the kind of guy that other guys want to settle down with.


  And I'm good with that. I don't blame them. It's smart. I'm fickle, I'm not serious, I'm all about joie de vivre.


  Here's the thing. Mike got his blowjob. He got another room, and then fucked his way around about town, showin' me what I'd passed up. Me? I got a job. And he went back to figuring out the taxes of rich queers in Bel Air. I reckon I got the better deal.


  I tend bar. On the beach. In Baja. Take that, Mikey.


  ****


  Oh. Except, I don't drink. Yeah. Serve it to others, won't touch it myself. No big reason, just, I like being awake, I like moving and doing shit, and alcohol has only ever slowed me down and made me want to chuck. I'll smoke a little grass sometimes, swipe a kid's Ritalin now and then, and I have this thing for a sharp, hot espresso, but otherwise, fuck it, you know?


  You got that I was kidding about the Ritalin, right? Except there was once—oh, right.


  Wrong story.


  Ondas y Sol—the place that hired me—is a sport resort. Water sports, heh. No, not that kind. At least, not as a rule, though once...cough. You know—windsurfing, sailing.


  The entrance to the compound has a swanky sign with a big old 'S' of a stylized wave. Waves and Sun; we rent boards, give lessons, have a nice stretch of beach with lemon yellow umbrellas and loungers that local kids get paid a handful of pesos to line up each morning. We get a pretty good clientele—mostly a fit, sporting-type crowd, and though not filthy rich, comfortable enough to travel in style.


  Not so long ago, the owner pitched a fit when he realized it had become the in-place to meet other SoCal gayboys. He got over it when Lettie showed him the books. Didn't exactly turn him tolerant, but I think he's more squeamish than obnoxious. The kind of wrinkled old guy with tits and belly and spider legs that says stupid shit like, "as long as you don't touch me, okay?" Uh huh, okay.


  Aw, he's not so bad.


  I work weekdays at the outdoor bar. It's right next to the rentals. For five months now, I've been hoping for a chance to do some of the beginner lessons. Ceci keeps saying maybe, but so far, I only tend bar. Play cute beach waiter sometimes. Sucking up to the queers and the cougars.


  Probably wise of Ceci. I'm easily distracted, not someone anyone with sense would depend on. Just who I am, you know. And serving drinks—it's all right. I mean, hell—it's great in some ways. I get the pick of the crop. The men who come here, trim, fit...generous if you treat them right. I get a couple offers a night, so can even be choosy.


  So. It was a Wednesday when I first saw him. I remember, because it was Cinco de Mayo, and all the tourists had left town for a festival up the coast. I was unloading a rack of glassware after the lunch rush—such as it had been. Lettie counted receipts while I worked, ignoring me. A freckled woman sat at a table in the corner, big floppy hat to one side, poking at the keys on her laptop. She looked Australian, but don't ask me why I thought I knew that. I was probably wrong.


  "Erik!"


  That was Flaco, hollering at me to give him a hand with cleaning out the equipment shed. Lettie waved me away, so I kicked off my shoes, pulled my Ondas y Sol tank over my head and off, and went. Glad to. Sun, sand, hard work and a sweat.


  "Dan called in sick," Flaco said. Flaco's a Swede. Bet that caught you by surprise. Big, buff and blonde, not flaco at all, with an accent to make you fall on your knees. Sometimes I think Latino nicks are made to confuse more than enlighten. Anyway. Dan 'sick' meant hung-over. Again. Which, hell. I was glad to hear it. Nothing against Dan, but I'd be happy to take his job once Ceci'd had enough.


  We'd been at it twenty minutes or so, hauling shit out—mostly stuff in disrepair, a couple of big-ass beginner boards, a crate of mildewed PFD's, a crippled lounger. I was struggling with a snarl of rope when Flaco said, "Hang on. Customer," and loped over to the rental counter.


  I pulled the rope free. It looked clean and in one piece, so I looped it around my right hand and elbow as I began the job of disentangling it from itself.


  "He doesn't teach, no."


  Flaco's voice was deep and it carried. Real sexy, you ask me, but the man's straight. Sure, I sucked his dick one night at a staff party, because you don't turn down an opportunity like that one, and I guess he thought the same. But it never led to anything—hell, that'd been clear at the time. Flaco's not so much queer as simply open to trying new shit on a whim. Hangup-free, that's Flaco.


  "Just me and Ceci here today."


  I looked over my shoulder, curious about the conversation. And got an eyeful. Damn. The customer's voice was—not soft, exactly, just not resonant, and I couldn't hear but the occasional word over the breeze. His gaze slid to mine, then back to Flaco, and a thrill coursed through my limbs. He'd asked for me. Why the fuck was he asking for me?


  I'd had a good day on the water yesterday evening. Maybe he'd seen me then. Or maybe it was simply—


  Oh yeah.


  I could get into that, too. Don't need to be teaching you to suck you off, sweetheart. He was drop-dead gorgeous. Or at least, totally my type. Dusky skin and lighter eyes, dark hair curling around his neck. Not so tall—maybe five-eight—but built powerful. Fucking amazing legs—squat but strong, corded with pure muscle, furred lightly with hair. Nice package, too, bulging from his Speedos. Fuck me.


  "Erik!" Lettie popped her head around the corner. "Party of six."


  I checked my watch. After two. Fuckers. "All right. I'll rinse off out here. Get their drink order?"


  The party was six men. Ayep—nice of Lettie to call for me. Middle aged, maybe, looked like finance types. Maybe Mike did their taxes while I served them blood-orange tequinis and strutted. They tipped well—damn well—but that may have had something to do with the way white track pants frame my ass.


  You think I don't know?


  Or maybe it was the way I waggled my eyebrows when Bruiser and Blondie offered to do me from each end. Or the fact that I let Carrot-top grope me on his way to the bathroom. Gave him a nice throaty groan for his trouble. Who knows—if he saw me around later, maybe he'd get more. Will spread for tips. Hell yeah. Win-win.


  Randy motherfuckers.


  They left a little before five. Carrot-top lingered, introduced himself as Jack (uh-huh), and asked when my shift ended. "Nine," I said.


  Hell yeah, I lied, but no way was I giving him my whole evening when a couple hours would get us off fine. I agreed to meet him by the pool.


  I bussed their table, pocketed three American twenties (flirting with rich queers pays well), and that was it. Even the lady writer had left. Lettie told me to fuck off for the rest of the day, so I did. A few good hours of daylight left, so I grabbed my board and headed out to catch me some ocean and adrenaline.


  The wind was good. Steady and brisk. I'm no pro at this—hell, I'm an Oklahoma boy—and I need good conditions to play. Beginner lessons, I'd said, remember? Ceci and Flaco're still teaching me the impressive moves.


  Well, you need to understand that I'm a show-off. Even when I've got jack-shit to parade. Remember the class clown back in fifth grade? Yeah. That was me. Making people snort Kool-Aid out their nose is as good as making them admire you.


  Most the time. Funny thing about Mike. When he laughed at me, it was never so good. Should've told me something right there, you think?


  So I'd been out on the water a half hour or so. Getting the muscles warmed up, feeling good. About then, I looked back towards shore and saw him. No, not one of the guys at the table. The one who'd been asking Flaco about me. Dark figure against the sand, white Speedos. Kind of freaked me out, because hell, he was about to figure out I was the last person he wanted teaching him how to sail.


  But you know, when confronted with shit like that, I hurl myself headlong into the fire. Figure might as well fuck up in style as leave any room for doubt. So yeah. Practicing my moves, and I decided, hell, now was as good a time as any to try out my Vulcan.


  Got a good bit of speed, the pop went nice. Concentrated on the board, my form, but when the sail came around I lost focus. Big surprise. I'm a distractable fuck, remember?


  Out of the water, boom coming fast, and I must've been wondering if the sun was hitting my shoulders just right, because my hands got all tangled during the change, the wind caught the sail, and I went flying ass over peanuts.


  Shit. Water hurts when you hit it hard. But I came up laughing. Always do. Grabbed the board and clung to it for a moment, catching my breath. Something brushed against my leg and I yelped like a girl. Yeah, fuck you. It felt big. When I clambered back up onto the board, I realized I must've caught my shin when I went airborne, 'cause watery blood was coursing down my leg. Idiot.


  I peeked back towards shore. Sure enough, my mystery man was gone.


  ****


  The gig at the resort is only five days a week. Doesn't pay especially well, either—aside from the occasional windfall tip, that is. So weekend nights, I pick up shifts at the local queer joint.


  As if there was more than one along this stretch of road. Nope, just us.


  El Viejo—that's what we call the owner, and yes, he is old—hires armed muscle to keep an eye on the place, because sometimes shit can go down that's kind of freaky. You think it's bad stateside; it gets a lot worse, here.


  Aw man, Chulo's is sweet though. Right on the beach, got a patio and outdoor bar, walls up the sides to protect the eyes of neighbors, because though the wildest shit usually goes on indoors, you can't count on that. A couple rounds of Sauza, and gayboys on vacation can get pretty uninhibited. So can the sisters, for that matter, though there aren't so many of them and they mostly just applaud. Add into that mix the local mariposas, ready to do damn near anything, anywhere, for the chance that a sugar daddy might take them home.


  Wasn't our busiest night—that would be Saturdays—but we weren't doing half bad. Drinks flowing, Lady Gaga blaring from the sound system, raucous laughter and the dull roar of feet on the dance floor. A warm salt breeze freshened the air.


  It was D/s night. Theme, you know. Second Friday of each month. Not that Chulo's was any real kind of leather bar, just the only queer place along this stretch of coast, so it played up shit now and then. Plenty of regular guys in tonight, but lots of collars and chains and paddles, too.


  Don't really get off on the games, myself. I play 'em, sure. Hard not to when you tower over everyone around you. I get the size queens and big-eyed looks that say make my rape fantasy happen. So yeah. I'll play light—even do the butt-plug and spank bit if the guy doesn't come off as entitled. If he's been generous. No, not talking about cash flow. Blow me.


  I agreed to play submissive once. Only once. Just—hell. The guy was cool enough at first, but I swear, I felt like a horse being chirped at by an angry squirrel. And the ball squeezing hurt. Nothing sexy about it. Fucker.


  I'm just not into the scene. No offense if you are. Fun to watch, though. Even hot, especially when you see the flush crawl across a boy's chest. See his breath going shallow. That's a turn-on.


  But tonight, I wasn't watching. Too damn busy. We'd lost a bartender a couple weeks ago and were breaking in Alex. Alex came with half-ass experience, working in a posh hotel in Tijuana. He knew his shit, but knew it slow, and now he looked frazzled, trying to keep up. Sweet thing; Latino twink with a round bubble-butt, bedroom eyes and pouty lips. A dark curl kept dropping down into his line of sight. He kept shoving it away. Probably didn't even know he was doing it.


  I shook up a Mai Tai with my right hand while I poured a shot trio of Dos Lunas Añejo with the left. Reyes, Chulo's Friday-night waiter, set those up and carried them away as I poured the frothy pink stuff into a hurricane glass and stabbed a wedge of pineapple into it. I got a new bottle of Drambuie from the top shelf and handed it to him with a wink. I was used to doing the reaches.


  And me? Hell, I was just getting into my groove. I loved this, the speed, the noise, the shit coming at me from all directions. Kept me moving, kept me ticking. Kept me alive. I liked watching the dancers. The crazy ones, the slow ones. Liked watching the sluts, the shy boys holding hands, the local boys cruising for rich daddies. Liked to think that among all the hookups I'd seen go down, there must've been at least a couple that bloomed into something real and permanent and good.


  A breeze whipped through. Smell of sun, smell of sand. I saw a patron from the corner of my eye, waiting to be served. I popped the cap off a Bohemia and slid it onto Reyes's next tray.


  My hands were getting sticky, so I dunked them in the washbasin—probably a health code violation north of the border—and grabbed a new towel. I whipped around, drying my hands, and to the man waiting, said, "Que tomas, vato?"


  It was my friend from the resort. And Christ. His eyes were even more captivating up close.


  ****


  He ordered a beer. No brand, just "una cerveza." I slid him a Dos Equis, said, "this one's on me." My hands shook a little, which was batshit crazy, because hookups come easy to me, and yeah, this guy was hot, but he wasn't like, a god or anything. Just garden-variety guh. Hard jaw, strong nose. Eyes lighter than his coloring seemed to warrant, framed by dark lashes and brows. Thirties maybe—mere threads of crow's feet at his eyes.


  I knew he was into me; maybe that was what unnerved me. Knew it from the way he held my eye, the way his fingers purposefully grazed mine as he took the beer. He hadn't wanted lessons. Not in surfing, anyway. Jesus.


  I mean. Shit. Yeah, not like guys never got into me, just not like this—watching me, asking for me when they hadn't even seen I'd put out. More like, I express interest, they say, fuck yeah. That's the kind of attractive I am. You know? But this guy was hitting me up behind the bar, when I was clearly busy as all get-out and there were dozens of horny men on the dance floor, damned fine ones, any build, any complexion or kink you wanted, all dressed to kill, showing their moves. Ready.


  So why the fuck was he homing in on me? Christ, that sounds pitiful. It's not. Just—


  Reyes broke my trance by hollering an order in my ear, sending me to the back rack for the bourbon. Spent the next hour, a little more, mixing drinks, pouring wine, sending glasses through the washer. Señor short-dark-and-fuckable moved off to the side, where he leaned against a post, ostensibly watching the dance floor as he...didn't drink. Just held the beer like a prop.


  "He's into you," Alex said during a lull.


  Around midnight, things slowed down. Always did, somewhere in there. The calm before the storm. El Viejo came behind the bar and nodded to me. "Vete." Break time—fifteen minutes, or until I heard someone holler at me to get my ass back behind the bar. I grabbed a bottled water from the ice bath and headed to the back. Pit-stopped at the urinal, washed my hands like a good employee, and slipped out the back door into fresh air. Thank fuck. Took a deep breath.


  Yeah. Feels good, expending all that energy, going crazy, being noisy; but as much as anything, it feels so good when you stop. That rush of cool and clean and quiet, how stark the difference. I leaned my head back against the wall. Thought how I should maybe take up smoking.


  "Erik, yes?"


  My eyes popped open to see the dark fuckmenow man. "Yes." He said my name weird. Aer-eek. Vowels flying high. His accent didn't sound quite Mexican to me. South America? "You know my name."


  A shrug. "Easy enough to ask." His voice was deep, but gentle. Almost musical. "Your compadre at the bar. He told me I could find you here." His English came easy—not ESL. But then so did his Spanish. He rolled an 'r' like a pro.


  "I see." I drummed my fingertips against my thigh. Nervous habit. So Alex knew the guy was out here. Knew why.


  "Tomás." He stepped closer, right into my personal space. "My name is Tomás Morgan." An English surname. Interesting.


  "Tomás," I repeated, with that particular twist of accent he gave it. And then stupidly, "Encantado," which was, in essence, me saying, "Pleased to meet you," to a back-alley fuck. God. Have I mentioned my propensity towards idiocy?


  But he laughed. Eyes dancing. Said, "You have no idea." My back was to the wall and Tomás moved in close, pressing his crotch against mine, a heavy interest greeting, flush and full. He only came up to my nose, but there was power in his stance, as if I were being pinned in by a Brahman bull. Heat rushed into my dick, and where the hell had that come from?


  He ran a palm up my chest, possessive in a way that should've annoyed me...except it didn't. I swallowed hard. He spread his fingers across my throat, cradled my jaw. My legs went to rubber. No pissed-off squirrel, this one.


  "I watched you. On your board."


  "I wiped out." I snorted, salvaging some dignity. Not for having wiped out, but for this, for the fact that my voice shook, that I'd fallen back into the plaster of the wall, showing my belly. As it were.


  Tomás stroked a knuckle down my sternum and rucked up my shirt. "You were beautiful. Even falling." He slipped warm fingers into the elastic of my board shorts. "Imagine my pleasure to find you here. And to realize your interest."


  He pulled my cock out, thick fingers stroking it up along my abs. No half-mast bullshit; by now I was hard, hot, and aching. He smeared a drop of precum around the crown with his thumb. I bit my lip.


  "You are interested, yes?"


  I gasped out a weak laugh. Was he fucking kidding me? But when I caught his eye, I realized he was serious. A real question. Jesus. "Yeah, motherfucker. Yeah, I'm interested, Christ, you can't tell?"


  He smiled. Gripped me tighter. "Ah. Well, there is the heart and there is the..." He stroked me and I groaned. "...head."


  So yeah. He jacked me off in the alley there. Took no fucking time at all, like I hadn't been laid for a week, but hell, I'd drilled Blondie only that morning. So I dunno. Maybe it was his eyes. Intense, you know? Or maybe his technique, sure. He had this twist, and a way of gripping my dick like he owned it. Or good Christ, yeah, no denying the rush of feeling his strength. One forearm across my chest, holding me still while the other hand felt me up, got me off.


  I came with a yelp. No shit, I yelped. Hurt a little, the way my climax jerked out of me. Then I moaned like a frickin' puppy as I creamed into his hand. On the sand.


  "Delaney!"


  Break over. "Thirty seconds," I called back, hoping they weren't getting slammed too badly. I caught my breath as Tomás licked at his fingers, long and slow. Jesus Christ. "Listen," I said, "I'm sorry, but I gotta—"


  "Mañana," he said. "Yes? You work tomorrow night?"


  I nodded. "Mañana."


  ****


  Chulo's was hellaciously busy on Saturday, though Alex kept up a hell of a lot better. In better spirits, too. Flirting with the customers, flirting with me. In fact, I was beginning to realize that as long as he wasn't stressing, Alex was a flirt all around. Last night seemed to have slapped something free—like he realized he wasn't working at Hyatt anymore and he decided to cut loose. Showed up in cutoffs, disappeared into the back toilets and emerged in a skintight mini, fishnets, and fuck-me pumps. Drag, yeah, except for the loose sequined tank and nipple rings and tousled curls and the kid was all man, just hotter than hell with smudged eyes and darkened lips and long, lean legs.


  Me? Hell. Board shorts and a tee that'd likely come off during the night. Slob.


  Tomás didn't show. I guess I was mildly surprised—he hadn't gotten off, after all, and for that reason alone, I'd figured he'd show up for the payback. Didn't slow me down though—I prefer it this way. Thing is, I know damn well what I am, but it's like there's this stupid little girl that can get woken up sometimes. Hot guy talking smooth, smiles at me while he jacks me off, and I can start forgetting my role in this world. It's wise not to feed that entitled little beast.


  So we poured, shook and blended. Spilled and broke, too, always to cheers. The tips were good; a cool breeze, a good DJ, and some sort of synergy sailed us through the night. Alex got shitloads of attention. Wolf calls and offers across the bar. The good humor was contagious, and led to the bartenders putting on a show. Me stripping my shirt and tugging my shorts low, just shy of popping free. Alex snaking up my legs, tongue along my chest, while I ground out a beat with my hips. Campy shit, you know, and then we were back to doling out liquor. But it got us a nice round of tips.


  Alex took a shine to a goatee'd bear who paid him some attention. 'Round about one Alex was looking fit to be tied, so I waved him off while El Viejo consulted the DJ on some shit. El Viejo liked to pretend he didn't know we fucked around on the job. We made it as easy as possible for him to stay ignorant.


  Mr. Goatee followed Alex back, and for the next several pours I got to listen to the fucker's porn star grunts and curses. Yeah slut. Take my meat. Take it all.


  Shit like that always makes me snicker, but I bet Alex got off on it. Go Alex.


  I took my turn. The usual shtick, and I'm not knocking it. This one a blond twink—Brit by his accent. He liked 'em tall, and baby I got tall down, and yeah, with a matching dick, I satisfy good enough that way. Took him out back, hoisted him around my hips, back up against the wall—same wall that was at my own back the night before. Shoved my long snake high up his ass, had him happy and squirting thick onto my belly before the next song wound down. Think I was his second of the night. Maybe third. Slut. Kind of hot, you ask me.


  Activity slowed around three. At four we kicked the last of the drunks out. Flat-out exhausted, Alex and I rounded up the last of the glasses and bottles while Reyes wiped tables down. Sent a last load through the washer and we were done for the night. Alex changed back into clothes that wouldn't get him jumped and I slipped out the back, waving good night to El Viejo's strong-arm.


  Let down, truth was. Though I often was. It's the crash after the rush, when in the gray pre-dawn, all the bright lights and song dimmed, the world just feels sort of hollow. Tonight worse than usual. No surprise, there. We'd been busy, and I was sticky with sweat and sugar and I ached.


  I took a deep breath and hitched up my bag. Three blocks to bed.


  "Erik." Aer-eek.


  I jerked my head up to see a dark figure leaning against the neighboring wall. Arms crossed over his chest, one ankle over the other. As if he'd been waiting. His smile was easy on the eyes, just easy all around, the kind that you automatically return. "Tomás. What are you doing here?"


  "It's mañana, no?" He fell in beside me. "Do I look so untrustworthy that I would stand you up?"


  I stole him a glance. He did, in fact. Swarthy, broad. Too damn good-looking not to be up to no good.


  He laughed as though he'd read my thoughts. "I wanted a little more than ten minutes. You think I would have gotten that tonight from you there? I saw how busy you were." He touched my shoulder. Just quick, light fingers, a brush. I stopped, faced him. He said, "You live close?"


  "Who are you?"


  "Ah." He tucked his head. Traced a line in the dirt with the edge of his boot. "I'm coming on too strong." Then he straightened to say, "I am Tomás. I came into town a few days ago. On vacation—from down south. My family is there. I was at the resort where you work. You were on the water. Then when I saw you working there on Wednesday, I hatched up the very stupid idea to pay you to teach me." He smiled, looking off towards the beach this time. His hair was damp and curling tight and he looked like a vision. "Will you be very surprised if I tell you I have no burning desire to learn windsurfing?"


  I snorted a laugh. "No. No surprise. You look more like rugby." Rugby in a loose linen shirt, untucked, sleeves rolled up to his elbows. Shell white, and jeans worn so light and soft and thin I could see the hard line of his quads.


  "When I learned about Chulo's, I took a chance you might go there." He shrugged. "I find you attractive."


  "Even when I fall off boards?"


  "Especially then. You came up laughing."


  "And bleeding."


  "Yes. And laughing. See?"


  We were quiet for a moment. Me, because I was trying to figure him out. He might be built like a tough, but his air was refined. Polite to a fault and cultured. What he saw in a college dropout tending bar was beyond me.


  Dipshit. I gave myself a mental shake. He saw a nice ass. A long body. A college boy. Duh.


  "I am safe, I assure you. I'll do nothing you don't want. You prefer my hotel room, perhaps? It's small."


  "No." I rarely took men to my room, but what the fuck. It'd been a while since I'd had a comfortable roll in a bed. "My place is good."


  ****


  Good enough, anyway. I live at the resort. As part of my pay, I get a one-bedroom apartment at the far end of the grounds, a modest breakfast and lunch, and deep discounts on dinner. The place is small and in constant disrepair, but there's a tiny air conditioner in the bedroom and a kitchenette, and it does me pretty well. I've even fixed it up some to make it look a little classier than a beach bum's crash pad. Which. You know. It is.


  As we walked, I tried to remember the state I'd left it in. No dishes in the sink, I knew that—one fuckup and the roaches pounced. But clothing strewed, my piles of crap around the Xbox, paper, gum wrappers, pens and stray cords. How many bath towels? Had I watered Jade or was she shriveled and dead?


  And how the hell long had it been since I'd last washed my sheets?


  None of that ended up mattering, of course. He wasn't there to inspect my housekeeping, and as for the sheets—well. They got washed the next day, didn't they? (Yes. Eww.)


  I turned my key in the lock and pushed. The door sticks, and I always have to give it a shove. I breathed a sigh of relief that the place didn't smell as mildewy as it could sometimes—and then got shoved back against the wall.


  Tomás kicked the door shut with his boot, gave it a final push until the latch clicked. Then clamped my head between his large hands and kissed me.


  Oh yeah. I knew this kiss. Greedy, hot and hard. Knew how to respond, tongue battling his, sucking. Hips pressing forward. Fuck me. This one would fuck me, wouldn't he? On the floor, ass in the air. That'd be hot. I'd remember that for a long time.


  He hissed something—couldn't tell what, and then said, "Cama."


  Well, okay. I could do that, too, you know. We'd set the goddamn bed on fire. Because I already knew. All sex is good; even mediocre, it's good. But this—when he touched me, flames licked up my spine. Already, my cock ached, needy in a way that drove all sense from my head. Been a damn long time since I'd wanted it this bad—like the first time you actually get what you want—a man, hard and tough and whiskers against your skin—and the way you think your balls will burst if you don't get him in you, right the fuck now.


  We stumbled to the bedroom. Short trip. And fell onto the bed. I pushed away long enough to strip my shirt, wriggle my hips and shuck my shorts. He took a moment getting his boots off—sexy black ropers. But then he was up, straddling me. He undid the buttons of his shirt and it slid down his shoulders, white against tan.


  Fucking Jesus H., those shoulders. Dark hair furred the hard rise of his pecs and arrowed down his sternum to disappear into his waistband. I might have whimpered, I don't even know. Hope not. When his hands came down, big and warm around my waist, running up along my sides, over my chest—I bucked. Because, damn. He settled in, grinding his still-clothed ass into my dick, effectively immobilizing me, which Jesus, only made my state worse.


  It was as if—and I know, this is so nifty-dot-org, but I swear—it was as if he worshiped my body, hands all over, lips and tongue, and I'd never had anyone do that before. Not like that. Touching me, running palms up my arms and pinning my wrists over my head as he licked at my nipples, tugging at the sparse hairs with his teeth. Whenever I ground against him, he pulled away, denying me the friction. My dick bobbed stupidly. Leaked all the hell over my stomach, making little snail trails as it wept its frustration.


  Then he went still. Letting my arms go, he trailed his nose down my chest, breathing deep, smelling me. I squirmed, anticipating a hot mouth finally, finally slurping over my glans. He took a deep breath in, smelling me. And sat up. Frowned. Like he was thinking.


  "You were with someone."


  I was what?


  "I smell him on you."


  Wha—? "You've got to be kidding me." I propped myself on an elbow. Buzz kill. "I work in a gay bar. Spunk flies."


  I realized later that may have come off as a denial. But denial hadn't even occurred to me, I was just seriously flummoxed. Spunk does fly—mine, theirs, Jesus, why else would anyone go? For the music?


  "Mmm." Tomás seemed to shrug it off. Which, yeah, okay, that was better. Because for a moment, the comment had seemed so 'out there'—the thought had flashed through my head that I'd hooked up with some seriously loco-en-la-cabeza motherfucker who was going to beat the shit out of me.


  Or try. I'm tougher than I look.


  I peered up at him, but he was focused on unzipping his jeans. He stood and let them fall to reveal—precious fucking beautiful bounty, aiming straight at me like a goddamn cannon. Another long one—not quite the snake as mine, but fatter. Could stretch me to hell and back, make me scream as it butted my gland. I tore my eyes away to get an eyeful of the whole. Heavy balls hung low, covered in hair, no tidy trims for this man. Thighs like trees, with the power to ram me hard into a wall, hold me still, and fuck me to China.


  When my gaze finally skittered to meet his, I saw he was laughing at me. It was a good laugh, I thought. Pleased with my reaction. He straddled me again. Licked his hand, lined up our dicks and began to pump. After a minute, he rolled us onto our sides, hooking one of those fantastic legs around me. I twisted away—grabbed the lube and a condom from my bedside drawer and dropped them between us. Ever hopeful.


  Fuck me.


  He tossed the condom behind him, but took the lube. I squinted at that. I don't care how fucking dom-y a guy is, he uses the glove. Hell, I don't even blow without one, not any more. I took statistics—got a fucking A. And that was before I sucked off the TA.


  Right. Point is, I know that as much of a cock-slut as I am, I either glove or take the bullet someday.


  Tomás must've felt me tense, because he shushed me and said, "Don't worry. I didn't lose it."


  So okay, yeah. I'd see where this went. But damn, did I want to get fucked. Your asshole ever flutter in anticipation? Okay, well yeah. Mine neither. But it tried.


  "I want to smell you," he said. He dug his nose into my hair. Dude. The hair on my scalp. And he sniffed. It took me a second to remember what that comment followed from. "Nobody else, just Erik. That's what I came for."


  What the hell?


  "Should I shower?" I figured, okay, maybe the guy was jealous, but he was pretty cool about it if so, and damned if that didn't turn me on. So controlled. Not angry or frantic, just a matter-of-fact 'you belong to me' sort of possessiveness.


  I know—that's fucked up, right? Viv would tell me to get my head out of my ass. I ain't done it yet, must like it dark.


  But he said, "No. This is good. Just a little...stained."


  Okay. I'm telling you—if I hadn't been so side-swiped and horny, I'd have laughed at that. As it was, I remember thinking: Oh yeah. This guy has candles in his house. Not just candles, but candles. Of special colors and flavors, and quartz crystals hanging from windows. And the flowerpot at the north end of the room—or was that supposed to be South? His shelves would be artfully arranged books on modern Buddhism and he'd have one of those pretty-ass gongs on the mantle, and his kitchen full of teas made out of flower petals.


  But he got me thinking. Because you know, Tomás had this aroma about him—all Tomás, and on some level, I'd already realized it. Was coming to recognize it. Smelled it last night, and when he greeted me this morning. And now, nose at his ear, up close. Male, yes, sweat all his own, his warm breath. Sunshine on warm sand, salt air and ocean. All of this. I don't mean that he was like, a walking perfumery. Just—I'd never really taken the time to notice crap like that before. I noticed it with him. Thought I could drown in that smell.


  Okay. So to put you back in that space. All that thinking took an instant, and what was going on was, there I was, all pumped and ready for action, rubbing my dick against him like a frantic dog, and Tomás...


  Tomás slowed down.


  Just sort of took me in hand (as it were) and made me wait. Made me jitter inside my skin, more like, the way his lips traced over my throat, tongued the pulse at my jugular. The way one hand, slick now with lube, held our dicks tight and close and stroked, like a bass drum, while the other hand danced over my skin, fingertips along my collarbone, making my nipples sing. And Jesus, when he kissed me this time, it was easy—licking along my lower lip, breathing slow, nipping, tracing my teeth with his tongue.


  I came like that. And you wouldn't think it, but it was one of the best of my life—stealing my breath, racking my whole body. He came, too, right after me. Following me over that breaker, mouth to mouth, breathing each other's air.


  Scared the crap out of me. Because, you know. I have to keep shit in mind. Remember who I am, not get ideas.


  I don't recall much after that. A cool, damp towel as I drifted off. Felt good, being cleaned up like that.


  When I woke up... Yeah. You've heard this story before. Noon. Sun burning hot through my window. Sheets damp with sweat.


  He was gone.


  But that was okay. Because I got it, you know. And it was better this way. Not letting my hopes get up.


  He'd done me a favor.


  ****


  Sunday was my day off. I washed the sheets. Other laundry. Jacked off, hit the water, picked at my scab. The one on my leg, dolt. Remember? Jacked off again, this time with my happy blue venti-sized dildo. Imagining what it would've been like to have Tomás's log jammed up my ass.


  Day of rest and masturbation.


  Blondie blew me in the tool shed on Tuesday, jacked off on my thigh, and then drove off into the sunset. Or towards Chicago, anyway, which was where I gathered he hailed from. I didn't turn him down, but was baffled by his interest, because damn, all these sweet Latino asses around, soft and hard, pretty and macho. Why'd he want the same flavor he could get in the Midwest? No accounting.


  The rest of the week came up dry. That was okay. I felt sort of—knackered. Wondered if I was coming down with something.


  Okay. Here's the thing. You know where this story is going. I sure fucking didn't. So when I walked into the resort bar on Thursday to find Tomás chatting up Lettie, I did a double-take.


  He leaned into the bar while she sprayed and wiped counters, giving her this white-toothed grin, one foot propped up on the lower brass rail. Have I mentioned he wears boots? Cowboy boots. Damn, I wanted to kneel at his feet and lick them clean.


  But here, Lettie was looking all flushed and flattered and it pissed me off, because I don't mind being an easy lay—fuck it, that's what I am, right? In it for the fun, and who the hell cares where else the dude sticks his wick, but I hate watching girls get all—


  "You." Lettie shot me a glare, cutting off that train of thought. She eyed her watch. But I wasn't late; I always skidded in a minute before ten. "Get out of here." She flicked her wrist. "Y llevate este pícaro contigo."


  While I still stood there stupidly, trying to parse her words (something about taking Tomás away), Tomás moved towards me, grinning, canary feathers sticking from his teeth. He took my arm and started to lead me out the door.


  "Wha—?"


  "I'm taking you to lunch."


  "I have to work—"


  "No, you don't. Your boss just gave you the day off."


  I looked over my shoulder. She shooed me away. "Ándale," she mouthed.


  So I went.


  I changed out of my uniform, then joined Tomás where he waited, basking in the sun, and we walked into the center of town. I'd found my best pants and a button-down, because hey, this was Tomás, right? Suave, urbane, all those words I never got a chance to use. I reckoned on ceviche in dainty cups, washed down with flutes of champagne.


  He brought me to a run-down taquería.


  So much for my vegetarian Buddhist. A plate of carne guisada con tortillas de maíz, salsa, y frijoles arrived and we chowed down, dripping grease and guac all over the table. Washed it down with canned iced tea. Damned good.


  We ordered instant coffee afterwards, because that is the only way to get the full Baja dining experience. Tomás excused himself for the bathroom, and I watched the slow turn of the ceiling fan while he was gone. Still surprised, I tried to figure what had made him show up again. Which—part of me was glad. The part that wanted his dick. But the other part...I knew I had to explain things to him. I was so not what he was looking for. Not a toy, not loyal, no kind of investment.


  We'd joked about his trustworthiness. What irony.


  He returned as two cups of boiled water and a jar of Nescafé showed up. We talked. He asked about me. No big secrets, there. High-profile lawyer for a daddy, grooming me for his firm. Packed me off to Stanford. I excelled. Then crumbled. Straight A's throughout until a year from a law degree, then spent the fall of '10 on a surfboard. Daddy'd been able to ignore the fact his son was a faggot, but this...he cut me off in an instant. Hell, I had a younger brother, he said. Save the money for him. Never mind that there was a middle sister, as well. Smarter than either of us boys. Yeah. He's that kind of prick.


  "I'm good here," I finished. "I don't need money. I sock some away for eventual retirement—I'm not stupid. But if I can live this side of poor the rest of my life, I reckon I'll be fine." I figured I was giving him a message—what you're selling, I don't want.


  But Tomás only smirked and repeated, "Reckon." Yeah. I talk funny.


  Didn't get a whole lot out of him. He wasn't being cagey, just, the way he asked, the way he listened, it had me running at the mouth. What I knew of him at this point was precious fucking little. He ate meat, had a big dick and fantastic hands.


  We walked along the beach after. Hung out around a tourist area, scoping out postcards, polyester woven blankets, and mass-produced metates. He ate an ice treat, said he was immune. I bought a canned soda. One run-in with the bug was plenty for me. We ran into a gaggle of queers—peacocks. One had an eye for Tomás; tried to pick him up.


  That was cool by me. It wasn't as if Tomás and I had been walking close. We didn't look like lovers, more like casual friends. I backed off a ways, let the twink try his luck.


  Tomás flirted a bit, graciously, but then, firmly, said no. He got snippy when the rejection wasn't taken at face value, lifting the twink's hand from his arm like he might a soiled diaper. Kept walking down the beach, leaving me bemused and the queer boys calling names after us. Flouncing in outrage.


  "You could've had him." Fuck. I'd've taken the guy up on it. Try for a three-way, if guilt seized me.


  Tomás stared at me. So now I knew what he looked like pissed off.


  "I'm just sayin'. He was good looking. Had it bad for you."


  He shook his head like I was crazy. I dunno. Maybe I am. "He's not for me."


  Right. And I was. And yes, before you ask, those were his exact words.


  "Besides, his heart flits. You, your body flits, but you're solid...," Tomás smacked a closed fist to his chest, "...here."


  There. My opening. He simply was not getting the message. "You're wrong," I said. "I'm here for fun, I'm fickle as hell, and Tomás, baby, I don't know what you have in mind, but I am not a good bet as a boyfriend."


  "Who told you that?"


  Okay. It wasn't as if he'd said it all that aggressively. Just with a mild annoyance. But still. His words pissed me off. I mean, I say my eyes are brown, does he say, "who told you that?" Hello. I've been told my eyes are brown since I can remember. When I'd look in the mirror, I'd think, so that is brown. I'd see shit on the lawn; someone would say that was brown. I'd make the connection. My eyes are shit-brown, I am flighty. What the fuck kind of question is, "who told you that"?


  I didn't say any of that, of course. I did what I do; I rolled. "You're eyes are astonishing, you know that?" They were. Up close like this, in the sunlight. Sienna, with flecks of olive and gold, rimmed by a mahogany band. Amazing. So much beauty in the concept of hazel.


  It worked. Discussion diverted. We found a sheltered cove down the beach, traded blows, and then went our separate ways. I spent the rest of the afternoon on my board.


  ****


  The weekend was...well, it was. I worked. Tomás didn't show, but I didn't expect he would. I figured he took my warnings to heart. By now he was probably on the road to Tijuana, continuing his vacation.


  One quid pro quo handjob in the men's room on Saturday night, but other than that, I struck out. Wasn't trying hard, I'll admit. Head on wobbly. Forgetting that I wasn't the type to fall for smooth men. I'd get my mojo back; I wasn't too concerned.


  Alex continued to be a hit behind the bar, a real fashion show, leathers and mesh and ribbons and gloss. The boy was flash. And hunting; I could tell—he was all carefree, but would get this serious look at odd times, usually after closing—a sort of blank stare as he scrubbed his hair free. He was a nester at heart.


  That morning I dreamed. Which was weird, in and of itself. I don't dream much, or if I do, not vividly. Just flitting impressions of mixing drink after drink, or whatever other crap occupies my mind. Crap, heh. Last month I dreamed I was hunting for a toilet, found them all of overflowing, only to wake up realizing I badly needed to take a shit. Such deep thoughts characterize my dreams.


  Sunday morning was vivid, however. And surreal. And I know—you're thinking that you're about to learn of a mystical premonition or some other woo-woo significance. Nope. Sorry. This isn't that kind of story; there are no gods sending me messages.


  Sometimes a crap is just a crap, and if Erik dreamed he got fucked like never before, maybe it was because...he wanted to get fucked like never before? Yah. That'd work.


  So yep, in my dream, Tomás was fucking me, and the sex was rich and full. Surrounded by water—that was surreal. Because by surrounded, I mean under the water, warm ocean filling my nostrils and lungs so I couldn't talk, couldn't make any sort of noise at all, but it was okay, and the smell of him filled me, sun and sand. I could touch that aroma, drink it, as though his essence was a tangible presence. He entered me face to face, and his dick was as thick and battering as I'd fantasized, a plug that lengthened and filled me utterly, as though it blossomed and reached into my chest and...I know. Eww. Blossoming penis. Was it like, pansies? Maybe columbines? Didn't seem so creepy in the dream, though.


  I might have been crying.


  Weird thing was (okay, yeah, the blossoming thing was weird too, I know), it didn't hurt, just an incredible expansion, like the stretch of muscles long cramped. He rocked into me steady, a slow bass drum, like the roll of waves when you get out a ways from shore. And fuck me, but I woke up sticky. Jesus. It'd been—what—since fifteen that I'd had a wet dream?


  But. The point is, it wasn't only the sex and the orgasm and the grinding feral sweat. He was making love to me, like nobody's made love to me in—right. Well, ever.


  And I dug it.


  That freaked me right the fuck out.


  ****


  On Tuesday afternoon, Tomás showed up at the resort again. Almost four on the dot. I'd set up for the evening shift—filled ice bins, checked the stock, that kind of thing—and was putting colored votives on the tables when he strolled in, barefoot, hands in the pockets of cream linen drawstrings, five o-clock shadow right on time...looking like he'd slipped out of an ad for an Acapulco condo. He had a car—a rental Ford Fiesta in brilliant blue, said we'd go for a drive. Sure.


  We drove up Highway One towards Mulegé, hugging the Sea of Cortéz until we reached Bahía de Concepción. We pulled off to the side and Tomás took out a basket from the hatchback. I shit you not. Wicker. And if I thought he looked like an advertisement before, then Jesus Christ, when he stripped his shirt and walked across the sand, the turquoise water a backdrop for brown shoulders and fine, fine ass...good Lord.


  I hurried to join him.


  We swam. Bare-ass naked, of course, and maybe Tomás didn't sail or surf but that didn't mean he flailed in the water. Playing dunk-the-sucker, he won. Every. Time. And I tried like hell not to enjoy his superior strength as much as I did.


  We worked up an appetite, dragged our wet asses to the blanket, and made a supper of sausage, cheese and bread. Now there was the elegance I'd expected.


  He even brought sparkling cider. Which—yeah. I had to ask. "You don't drink?"


  "I do," he said. "Sometimes. But some experiences, one wants to taste fully. Are you missing it?"


  And of course, I explained that I wasn't. Just surprised I hadn't ever had to turn down anything harder than local water.


  I asked him finally, point blank—what do you do? Or, maybe that was simply another way of asking again, who are you?


  "I did finance in school." He had his pants back on. His hair was curling tight at the back of his neck as it dried. "My family...expected it of me. But I studied oceanography, too." On his chest. On his toes. "No degree plan, just courses, one or two at a time. Physical, biological, chemical—all of it."


  "That's what you wanted to do?"


  "Yes."


  "You dive?"


  He turned to me and smiled. "You could say that." He took a sip of his cider. "Have you been on the reefs?"


  I had, and said so. Back in March, the resort had been closed for renovations, and a few of the employees had booked a flight to Cancun. I'm not certified to dive, but I'd snorkeled while Flaco and Ceci explored deeper. Unreal—the color, the variety, the exuberance of a coral reef. Like walking in a wild meadow riot of flowers and grasses and bugs and birds—but fifty-fold.


  "They're dying." Tomás dug his heel in the sand.


  I'd heard as much. The tour guides had told us the danger they were in. Warming water, ocean acidification; they were choking on sediment, torn into for fish—


  "I need to stop it." Tomás had set his drink down, and now he locked his fingers into a single fist in front of him. Fingertips white with the pressure. "My family—my ancestors for generations—have relied on the oceans. On the waters, on the fish, on the grass nurseries. As it dies, so does my history and my culture." He brought his fist to his chest. "The ocean is here. It is in me." Eyes dark, shoulders tense, his gaze slid to mine. "I can't let it die."


  I honestly didn't know how to respond. I mean, I'd like to stop the destruction, too—that, and world hunger and violence and hate and greed. Didn't mean I was able to. But Tomás's passion made me feel small all over again. I'd been working on a law degree hadn't I? Dropped out, moved to Baja to surf the rest of my life. Dad had called me an irresponsible fuck-up. Maybe he was right.


  I said nothing about that, and Tomás continued after a bit, taking my silence as an invitation. Which, in a way, it was. He'd piqued my interest.


  "I do have money. My family made investments at my birth, and control was recently turned over to me. I've been sitting on it, moving it around, making it grow. But now, I'm thinking to start a foundation." He peered at me. "An ocean foundation. Understand? To give grants for research and education. Mitigation."


  "I get it. It sounds...God. It sounds heroic."


  Tomás snorted. Not in humor. "Only if it does any good."


  Waves lapped at the shore, calm, rhythmic, soothing. The sun dropped low behind us, turning the day golden. I slapped at a sand fly.


  "I've set up an advisory board. I need a team of lawyers. You know law, yes?"


  "No." I shook my head violently. "I won't—"


  "To help me find them, Erik." He'd touched my hand. Shut me up. "I wouldn't ask you to go back to something you hated. But maybe you could advise me in whom I should hire."


  "Maybe," I conceded. But still, I didn't like this. Didn't like what this request implied. The air seemed to thin.


  "I think maybe I could live here," Tomás said. "Find a home, run things by satellite. I always wanted to learn gardening. You like it here, no?"


  Getting thinner and thinner. Did he still not understand?—I couldn't be the man he wanted. "Yeah. Sure. I'm here, right?" I popped up from the blanket. "I'm going for a swim."


  Classic avoidance, I know. I felt his eyes track me as I dashed for the water.


  He joined me and—good man—let the conversation go. Not long and we were acting like stupid boys again, until the groping started, and then the kissing, and then humping and sucking until we both got off and let the warm salt water carry the semen away.


  Post swim, post dinner, post happy orgasm—I dragged myself to the blanket and lay down. Comfortably drowsy, more than content to let the pressures slip away.


  I woke after dark. Alone. Sat up, a little disoriented, but got over that quickly. Not the first time I've slept on the beach. Not by far.


  "We should go back." Tomás appeared to my right.


  His hair was damp, his skin speckled with moisture. He looked tired—stretched thin, and I thought he probably should have napped with me.


  I curled my neck to my chest, stretching out a kink. "Yeah, sure."


  I offered to drive, and he took me up on it. His skin was flushed and dry—and here I'd thought I was the one susceptible to sunburn. He dozed a little in the passenger seat, but fitfully. Stared out the window some. Frowning, mostly.


  We arrived at the resort around midnight. I left the car idling and got out. He came around the side, kissed me, and said, "Buenos noches, bello." Then he slipped behind the driver's seat and took off.


  Maybe he'd heard me this time.


  ****


  Chulo's went batshit crazy Saturday night. Hell, I don't know why, something in the water—besides an amoeba, I mean. Just, the place was packed and it was raucous and it was horny. Lots of tourístas from up and down the coast, converging on our little place. Guess we'd made a name for ourselves.


  Alex. Oh, Alex. A soldier boy, guerrero. Camouflage cling and combat boots—torn open at the chest, black zipper down his ass. A rape invitation if I'd never seen one. He had a black iron bar punched through one nipple and smudges of soot and grease paint brightened his eyes. Turned every eye in the place, and he grinned, mixing drinks and playing coy, knowing damn well the attention he got.


  Turned it on me at some point. I was safe, maybe, dunno—all I know for sure is the catcalls got louder when he rubbed up against me, putting on the show. He was in rare form tonight.


  It escalated. What happened next I can't put entirely on Alex. I know I was still a bit freaked from the other night—feeling strangled, feeling spooked. Tomás had come around on Thursday again, but I'd seen him coming and got gone. Fucked-up, I know. Cowardly.


  But tonight I was wired. Needing to reestablish my sense of place, maybe. I told you I don't drink, so I was sober as a church-mouse in a dry county, but I swear—sometimes, just being in a room full of drunks can loosen me up, make me do stupid shit for attention. That's how I explain it. Maybe you can do better.


  I stripped my shirt. Not remarkable. Got that loose at least once a week. But when Alex started licking up my body, I started groping. Me, not him. And started growing, because, fuck, who wouldn't? Alex was a hot number, and he flicked with that tongue.


  Remember I told you I'm long, right? The men, they started noticing this as I grew. And of course, you know I've got an exhibitionist streak, so right there, I stiffened more—until I was hard as a length of rebar, thinking that damn, I'd sure like to do something with this, and shootin' off for our audience was starting to seem like a fine ambition.


  The guys started hooting like we were up on stage, and here I was, playing stripper or some shit, it got me off. Someone started chanting, and soon everyone was joining in, me and Alex trying to serve up trays, pulling beers, mixing highballs, and we're hearing "Body shot, body shot, body shot."


  So, fuck. We did. Alex wasn't much for beer or straight liquor, I knew that. He liked the sweet stuff. He snagged a bottle of pre-made margarita (strawberry—ugh), passed it to me, and said "do it," as he dropped to his knees.


  Holy cow. Peering down at this hot piece of flash, tongue out, tickling just above my pubes—all my sense flew out to sea. I may not drink, but I don't mind bathing in the stuff. I poured, long down my chest, over my navel and goggled as Alex lapped the shit up, shutting his eyes and grinning as it splashed in his face, and there I was—thinking he'd look awful fine with spooge in place of margarita.


  We stopped when the bottle ran out. Alex stood, laughing. Me...well, shit. I hadn't whipped it out yet, but my dick was sticking out like a damn tent pole. Got the guys hooting again.


  That's when I looked up and saw Tomás. He was across the room, leaning against the wall. Watching. And I thought, Jesus Christ, what was he doing here? He hadn't come since that first night—didn't even like the place.


  Thing was, he didn't look pissed, didn't look amused. Just sort of...neutral. Thoughtful.


  And that pissed me off. Just. Fuck. If he'd been laughing, I'd have been good with that. Perfect, in fact. If he'd been fuming, it'd been easy to write him off as an over-entitled asshole, and I'd have been good with that, too. But no, he just watched. I thought I saw a shadow of disappointment as he met my gaze, and fuck if that didn't stoke me even further.


  I'd told him. Point blank, I'd told him, and he'd damn near challenged me to prove it to him. Who told you that?


  The chants of the patrons grew loud in my ears. Ribald laughter, dares, laughing taunts.


  I could prove it. If he needed to see who I was, I could give him that show, demonstrate the real man behind the one he'd thought a nice boy.


  You ever watch yourself go charging towards a cliff? Screaming at yourself to stop, except it's like one of those dreams where no words come out and you just keep going...


  Yee-haw. There I went.


  I pushed Alex face first over the ice bin. He squeaked in shock, but grabbed for the edge and propped himself up. Then he spread his legs and cocked his ass high. Nice. No fight.


  Kicking his legs wider, I pulled on that zipper all smooth. The sheer stretch of his camo tights split like the skin of an overripe fruit, exposing the baby smooth flesh of his ass. The catcalls ramped up. Thumping on his hole with one thumb, I stretched across the bar, and fished in the condom bowl until I found one my size. Someone tossed me a packet of lube. Ugh. Berrylicious. Alex wiggled his ass.


  From the corner of my eye, I could see the shape that was Tomás. Still watching. An ache stabbed at my gut. Anger; it was anger. So yeah. What a show. I fucked Alex. Behind the bar, with an audience of thirty, maybe forty horny men cheering me on.


  Never done nothing like that before. I crested in Alex, Alex creamed in the ice bin. He tugged up his pants, laughing, giving a little shimmy for his audience.


  Me? I threw up.


  ****


  I did make it to the back toilet first. Even better, managed to save Alex's dignity and give him a kiss and grin before I split.


  Tossing cookies after a fuck. Classy. Couldn't even blame it on alcohol. I was bent over the sink, rinsing my mouth when I heard the bathroom door shut behind me. I snatched a paper towel and turned, wiping my face. Expecting El Viejo, finding Tomás.


  Of course.


  "You like that." He leaned against the opposite wall, arms crossed at his chest.


  "What? Fucking? Well, yeah." My stomach was empty, but it roiled again. I eyed the towel dispenser. Wanted to hit it. Wanted to hit him.


  Wanted him to hit me.


  "Sex is sex," I said. "It's all good."


  "No. I mean, do you like that? A new man every night. No heart, just fucking."


  "Hey. Fuck you." I shoved a finger in his face. "I didn't see you stick around. Get laid, gone by morning. Sound familiar? I reckon you got a few pieces on the side."


  "No. I don't."


  "You know what I am. You knew from the beginning. I don't settle—"


  "That's not what you are. It's what you do."


  "Fuck you." Genius response, I know. But this hocus-pocus psych splitting hairs—how do you argue with that kind of bullshit? You don't. Someone decides you're lying to yourself, there ain't jackshit you can say to convince otherwise. 'Fuck you' is as good a response as any.


  "It's good between us, don't you think? Better than others."


  "It's good," I spat out. Because it was. "Doesn't make a lick of difference though, how good the dick is. Not in the long run."


  Tomás watched me for a bit. I didn't have anything to add. I grew antsy, what with his eyes on me and all. Just wanted to get back to work. I turned to check my face in the mirror—making sure no spatters of partially digested dinner were stuck to my cheek.


  Tomás said, "I'm drawn to you." He always used such bizarre turns of phrase. All proper and dated. It'd have been charming if I'd wanted that. "I need you for myself. If your heart is elsewhere, I can't stay."


  Which, you know, suited me fine. I'd been trying to back off, after all. But him saying that rubbed me the wrong way. "What, you jack off a bartender in an alley then expect a Madonna? You were plenty happy to have me fuck around with you."


  He shrugged. "Fair enough. You have your requirements; I have mine. I need a commitment." He laid a warm palm on my sternum. "From here." He ran that hand up my chest, palmed my ear and ran a thumb along my cheekbone. "You are beautiful, Erik." He said it with that strange lilt. Aer-eek. "I wanted you from the moment I saw you."


  Then he left.


  ****


  We got an earful from El Viejo that night. He'd been across the bar, dealing with the DJ—had heard the ruckus but figured it was our standard showing-off act. When he found out, the shit hit the fan.


  Didn't lose our jobs, but on probation, yeah, and El Viejo doesn't say shit he doesn't mean. Never seen him so livid, cursing up a storm, ranting. Said he'd rather fire us and shut down for a week than deal with arrests—or worse, hear we'd been raped and left for dead in the surf.


  Um. Right.


  He gave us escorts home that morning, which sobered both me and Alex right the hell up. Hyperbole, maybe. Or maybe not. Alex especially, is a cute thing; he turns an eye. Maybe the wrong kind of eye.


  I did laundry on Sunday. Straightened up my place and hit the water. Didn't do much the rest of the week—worked days, windsurfed until sundown. Flirted with an elderly gay couple some, but my heart wasn't in it.


  Viv called from Puerto Rico. My sort-of cousin, remember? Hadn't heard from her in ages so we talked a good long while. Her job, her love-life. I told her about Tomás. How he was good-looking and nice and all, but how he moved too damn fast and expected more from me than I had. Viv told me I was an idiot. No, not just an idiot—a stupid idiot. Yeah. That's what she said. Said, "You finally get someone who wants you, and you reject him".


  Stupid idiot.


  But hell, that didn't mean shit. Viv had been calling me an idiot since we'd learned the word. Six? Five? First time was when I colored the Little Mermaid all wrong. I still remember, dark brown for the hair, tan for the skin, and for the tail, what I'd thought was a magnificent blaze of olive and gold. Not Ariel's coloring, apparently, but it'd looked beautiful to me.


  Of course, she'd called me an idiot when I broke up with pretty-boy Yves, too. Then Yves had gone and put his next boyfriend in the hospital with a broken wrist and ribs. So. You know. It's not as if she's always right.


  Stupid idiot.


  Only sometimes.


  Viv. She was always trying to set me up with men. Yves wasn't the first, he wasn't the last. Christ. Better than the rest of my family, though, who still thought if I just met the right girl...


  Mom'd set me up once, with some cousin of a cousin of a husband of an aunt or some shit like that, and I absolutely had to go at least once or I'd be insulting an entire family tree and their pets. "You'll get along well," she'd said, "Rachel's a very masculine girl." Whispering the adjective in that way that embarrassed white women will sometimes.


  Rachel'd been masculine alright. Big-boned, tall and dark. We'd met at a cozy little Italian place and then stared across candles and bread sticks, measuring each other up. Nerves at the breaking point, I'd finally blurted out, "I'm gay." Just like that. Expecting her glower to deepen, not relax. "So am I," she'd said. "Or. I'm not, but I mean." She'd nipped at a hangnail.


  "You like cunt," I'd said, getting a glimmer of what she was about. She'd sort of goggled at me. I guess at my having been so in-your-face about it. "Good enough for me. I like dicks who like dicks; you like cunt." I'd reached my hand across the table and said, "Friends."


  Not what mom had in mind, but you know—whatever. We still keep in touch. Rach and I.


  So yeah. Mom's ideas are dismal. Viv's? Better, but...


  Okay. It's like this. When we were still in high school, she asked me to pose for a photo. Not nude, but she had this whole loincloth thing going on and I mean, what the fuck? So I figure she digs my looks, right?


  But every time she sets me up with someone, it's some clean-cut surfer, bare chested, smooth chin, all pretty. Which—okay, I don't want to fuck myself, yeah? This may be her ideal, but me? I like 'em hard, stout. Want some hair. Some solid five o-clock shadow and—


  Fuck me. I like 'em like Tomás.


  Stupid idiot.


  ****


  The week dragged by. Chulo's was sedate on the weekend—maybe because its bartenders were. A German skinhead in sunglasses and leather parked himself in front of Alex late Friday and wooed him until morning in a voice that was soft and high-pitched. Very effete. He was back on Saturday, ignoring everyone else in the room. He hadn't been here last weekend.


  Gave my skin the itchy shivers, watching Alex go all melty and stupid about it, so I ignored it.


  My funk was temporary. Or so I kept telling myself. Pull a tooth, and the ache sticks around for a while, receding with each hour. Each day.


  Hell of a tooth.


  Wednesday night, I took a gallon jug of OJ out to the beach and drank myself stupid. Or—you know. It was orange juice. I pissed a lot.


  I fell asleep in one of the loungers 'round about one. Dreamed about Tomás again. Same dream as the last time, yeah, except I was paying closer attention this time. And I'd definitely cried.


  When I woke up, the tide was coming in, sloshing around my ankles. The moon was low. I grunted, thinking I was thirsty, wishing the little bit of OJ still beside me was water. Thinking it was high time I grew a pair and got on with my life.


  I was watching the waves slapping up onto the beach, when I swear to you, a god seemed to rise up out of the water and walk towards me. Water around his waist, around his thighs, around his ankles. And yeah, you guessed it. No god. Tomás.


  Now I have to explain something, because I don't want you thinking I'm crazy and/or lying to myself. See, I'd just woken up from this highly sensual dream where, in water, Tomás was fucking me, and right now, as I tell this story, I cannot tell you that I know where the dream stopped and the reality began. Because I think I must have still been groggy and a little confused about waking versus dreaming when Tomás walked up. But walk up he did, and you know. He was wet. Looking fucking sexy as all get out. Buck-naked, balls hanging low in the warm air, dark hair plastered onto his chest and thighs.


  And I said, "Did you just come out of the water?" Yeah. Master of conversation, that's me. Not, Jesus, I've missed you and I'm sorry, but did you just come out of the water?


  And he said, "You called me."


  Or at least, that's what it sounded like he said. I never was sure. So me, I said, "Uh..."


  He cocked his head. Seemed to consider me, then said, "I was out for a midnight swim."


  "Midnight swim."


  "Yes."


  "You do that a lot?"


  He shrugged and straddled my lounge chair. I pulled up my knees to my chest, and he settled at the foot. "You're unhappy."


  "Oh no. Don't be silly. The last week has been a peach."


  "A party every night."


  "Yeah. Lots of fun, lots of dick. You know." I didn't meet his gaze, squinted instead at the shoreline, shimmering with bioluminescence. He ran a hand along my thigh, warm as ever, and a shiver pierced me. "I'm a slut, Tomás. You ask anyone, they'll tell you."


  "You want to be?"


  "No. Just. I know who I am. I'll only hurt you."


  "Mentira."


  "It's not—" ...bullshit, I was going to say, but Tomás cut me off with a hard kiss. And God help me, but I wanted him to be right, and wanted him to be telling the truth, because I swear to you, sometimes I just got so tired.


  The tide crept in. Gentle waves, gathering in a low hiss, flattening in a "shh" on the sand. Was hypnotic.


  "I've missed you." With my toe, I dug a furrow in the sand. "I can try. I mean. I don't want to fuck up; I might, but—"


  "You haven't been with anyone." He didn't issue it like a challenge. More like, he knew I hadn't and he was simply making an observation.


  So I said, "No. Not since—" Not since bending Alex over the ice bucket, sticking it to Tomás as much as to Alex.


  "Why?"


  "I don't know. I just—lost heart, you know?" After that night, the entire scene had just felt so lurid and pointless. Like drinking to excess—fun at first, then simply sloppy. I felt a grin tickle my mouth. "'m kind of horny, though."


  He laughed. A soft breath of a thing. After a moment, he said, "Are you mine? I must know."


  I thought about that. Felt like a Valentine's card, one of those cardboard hearts you got in third grade. B-Mine. But who had ever asked me since then? "I want to be. Yeah." I risked a glance at him. "But I..." I swallowed. As cliffs go, this one seemed like it might have a soft landing. Lead me places I wanted to go. I said, "I'm all yours, Tomás."


  Brilliant white teeth caught in the last of the moonlight. "So then," he said, "I swear to you Erik, I am yours."


  Have you ever fucked on the beach? Let me tell you, it sounds romantic as hell, but sand. Jesus. Sand scraping up your anus—or along your dick, for that matter—is not erotic. Save the beach for blowjobs.


  Except, it worked. I couldn't tell you how. And Jesus fuck, I finally got to feel that dick fill me up. Stripping my shorts, rimming me until I begged. Then he spit-slicked his dick and pushed in. Nice and easy, and I winced, waiting for it to hurt like hell, thinking I'd put up with that for him, except that the pain never came.


  Not like the dream—it wasn't that easy. But the burn was good, the kind of hurt that lets me know I'm being fucked and fucked good by a monster. A sea snake, fat and domineering and insistent. I remember choking a short laugh at that thought, but then I was groaning and clutching at him, fingers like tentacles grasping at his shoulders, heels clamping down on his ass like a crab.


  To the music of the surf, we made love.


  ****


  It took a little getting used to, you know. A little while for me to recognize that what we were building was real and permanent and good. Maybe he knew; I didn't. Even now, he always seems to know just what is what while I wander around in a dazed fog of what-the-fuck?


  I do now, though. Know what we have. How good it is. How much I love him.


  We have this house, about a mile from the beach in a town that's real friendly. It's pretty cool. I teach disabled kids sailing at a local camp and help Tomás with his books. I've always been pretty good with numbers and I like being part of what he's building.


  Tomás, he has his garden. Makes him happy. Fat tomatoes, peppers and beans. And he does his investing and giving away money and shit. It's all about the oceans, of course. Every so often, he flies to L.A. I stay here. Suzie homemaker.


  And he still smells like the ocean and sunshine and sand. Even if he hardly ever swims anymore.


  THE END
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  He stood behind the police barricade watching in horror. His house was engulfed in flames.


  "Where's my son?" he cried, trying to get through. "Where's my son?"


  He pushed through the crowd of onlookers, knocking down a few officers with his speed and size. Michael was terrified that his world was about to come crashing down on him the moment he got that call. He knew he should have taken Joshua to work with him. He knew. Something told him to take him with him.


  Fuck. Fuck.


  "Where the hell is my son?!" He yelled. An officer came up to him and stopped him from going to the house that was now being drenched in water. The flames had died down.


  "Sir, is this your house?" The officer asked. He was a tall man, looked to be in his forties, graying hair and eyes.


  Michael nodded, his face twisted with the pain of not knowing where his son was.


  "I-I need my son. Where is he?" It seemed no one could give him an answer. He could feel his heart pounding, his blood rushing, and his brain fogging up. If his son was…no. He decided not to go down that road.


  Suddenly, a firefighter came bursting out his ruined front door; his shoulders were hunched, as if he was carrying something. Michael broke free of the officer and sprinted to the firefighter. As he got closer he saw the top of his son's dark brown head and almost fainted with relief.


  "Is he all right? Is he breathing?" Michael's mouth was moving so fast, he wasn't sure the firefighter could understand him.


  "He should be fine." The firefighter responded. His voice was low and muffled due to the oxygen mask he had on. Michael followed him to the ambulance and the paramedic immediately rushed to his son's aid. Michael suddenly wondered where the babysitter was.


  When the paramedic said Joshua had only suffered mild smoke inhalation, it was then that Michael knew everything would be all right.


  As long as he had his son.


  ****


  2 Days Later


  Joshua spent two days in the hospital. He had suffered from severe smoke inhalation and then was allergic to one of the medicines the doctor gave him to fight off infection. It had been a long two days. Michael sighed as he leaned back in the chair next to his son's bed. A few more hours and he could be discharged. Joshua was sleeping now but every time he woke up he would mumble something about blue eyes and soft voices. Michael couldn't figure it out.


  During the hospital stay Michael had booked a hotel room so they'd have some place to stay and called his insurance company. They were going to do an investigation with the police and the fire department to determine the cause of the fire. They were also paying for the hotel until he could get a new place. Dammit, he thought, he only had the house for about six months. He'd miss that place. But he wouldn't think about that. He had to focus on his son. It would be hard enough trying to get him acclimated to the hotel. Joshua hated new places.


  A knock sounded at the door to the room. A tall, tanned blue-eyed man stepped into the room. Michael's breath caught. The man, dressed in faded jeans and a tight white thermal shirt, looked like he had just stepped out of a Calvin Klein magazine ad. Michael hadn't seen a man that hot since well, ever. Oh, man, Michael wanted to run his hands through that brown hair and lick his face. Instant fucking hard on. Michael groaned quietly and adjusted himself before standing up and addressing the man.


  "Can I help you?"


  "Are you Michael Davenport?" At his nod, Jace introduced himself.


  "Hi, my name is Jace. I just wanted to stop by and see how your son was doing." He walked further into the room and held his hand out for Michael to shake. He shook it but also wondered who this gorgeous man was, and why he cared enough to come visit his son.


  "Joshua is doing fine, but, who are you, exactly?"


  "Oh, I'm sorry. I'm the firefighter who rescued him. I found him hiding in his closet. I got there just before the flames engulfed his room. He was very lucky." Jace smiled and Michael felt his knees buckle a bit. This hunk of a man had saved his son.


  "Oh, thank you!" Michael jerked Jace's arm and pulled him into a fierce hug.


  "Oh! Um, you're welcome. I was just doing my job." Jace said after a brief moment of hesitation, awkwardly patting his back.


  Michael realized what he had done and let him go just as quickly but not after groaning internally at the feel of all that hard man and muscle pressed up against him. He hoped Jace did not feel the evidence of his attraction.


  "Sorry. I just…" Michael trialed off and looked at his sleeping son, thinking back to those few days ago when he came so close to losing him. "He's my world and I came so close…I don't know what I'd do without him."


  No words were spoken for a few moments as both men looked at the sleeping child. Jace wondered what it would be like to love someone so strongly and unconditionally. He had never had that feeling before, at least, not without the pain of being used and thrown away like trash. But when he first walked into the room, he hadn't expected to be so overwhelmed with relief that not only was the boy going to all right, but the man as well. His brief encounter with the man that night was just enough to spark (pun intended) an attraction that he never experienced with any other man. Jace had the sudden urge to make sure they were both okay, to comfort the man, to…well…fuck that man six ways to Sunday. Jace had to adjust himself quickly before he first walked into the room. All that muscle and body, brown hair and grey eyes made Jace want to strip him naked and fuck right in that chair. But alas, he could not. So he settled for introducing himself. He did not expect to be hugged and pressed up against the hottest, hardest body he had felt in a long time. Jace did not even want to think about the repercussions of coming on to that man. He was probably married. He wondered where the boy's mother was. Why wasn't she here?


  Just then, the boy, Joshua, moaned and opened his eyes. Grey, just like his father's.


  "Blue eyes!" Joshua yelled, looking at Jace.


  So that's whom he was talking about, Michael thought.


  "Blue eyes, Joshua?" Michael said as he walked to the side of the bed and laid his hand on his son's head. He needed a haircut but Michael knew it would be awhile before he got one. Josh could never sit still long enough to get one done.


  "The color of his eyes. He's the one who saved me, Daddy." Joshua reached out to Jace and as he got closer, Josh climbed up on his knees and hugged him. Michael was shocked. Joshua always shied away from strangers. Jace looked almost as surprised, as if he had never received a hug before. He slowly wrapped his arms around the little boy.


  "It was no problem, Joshua. And you can call me Jace."


  "Okay, Jace."


  Jace chuckled, as did Michael.


  "How are you feeling, Josh?" Michael asked as Josh leaned back on the bed.


  "I'm hungry. When can we leave? This bed is itchy." Joshua complained. Michael smiled.


  "I'll see about getting you some food. We'll be leaving in a few hours. We're going to be going to a hotel."


  "Because we lost our house?"


  "That's right. We'll get a new place though. Don't worry."


  "I really liked that house, Daddy."


  "I know. Me, too." Michael sighed. It was a great house; floor to ceiling windows, a pool. Man, he would miss it.


  "Well, I'm glad you are doing better, kid. You were real lucky." Jace smiled and Michael felt like he needed to shade his eyes.


  Josh looked up at Jace, then at his father.


  "Daddy, can we keep him?" Both men's eyes went wide and then came a bunch of stuttering before Michael recovered enough to explain that no, they could not keep him, but maybe he could visit. Josh liked that idea and then promptly set about coloring in a Toy Story 3 book that Michael had bought from the small gift shop on the first floor of the hospital.


  The men stepped out of the room for a word, leaving the door open.


  "I want to thank you again. For saving Joshua. You can't know how much that means to me." Michael said.


  "It really wasn't a problem. Seems like you have a great kid there. May I ask where his mother is? It is odd that she is not here."


  Michael rubbed his neck.


  "She, uh, she…"


  "I'm sorry. I shouldn't have asked. It's not my business." Jace mentally slapped himself. What a way to ruin the mood. As if there was one. Jace shook his head and Michael looked grateful.


  "Anyways, I just wanted to check on you."


  Michael couldn't stop the burning question he had in the back of his mind from spilling out of his mouth.


  "I'm sure you don't visit everyone you save when you get called out. Why us?" That sounded a bit harsh to his ears but he could not help it. It seemed quite odd; no matter how attractive the guy was even though it distracted him and almost made him forget his question. He just did not want to do it in front of Joshua.


  Jace looked a bit sheepish and nervous. He raised a hand to run his fingers through his hair. Michael wanted to replace that hand with his and grip it, hard.


  "I, um, I just wanted to…" He trialed off and then sighed. How was he supposed to explain his feelings when even he did not understand them himself? "Look, I'm not a freak or anything like that but when I saw Joshua, I just felt like everything was falling into place. He looked up at me like I was his savior, which I was, but I mean it was more than that. I just needed to make sure he was all right. And then I saw you, practically sprinting to me. You were so terrified but strong and determined. I had never seen anyone look at someone with such emotion. I could not get either of you out of my mind for the last couple days."


  Michael watched Jace's mouth move with each word that came out. Oh man, he wanted that mouth wrapped around his cock. Michael could feel his blood boiling. His skin had goose bumps. His brain had short-circuited and he lost track of what Jace was saying. Michael knew he had a hard-on. He knew it was problem that was very noticeable. At that moment though, he did not care if Jace noticed. Michael's breathing was starting to get heavy. Oh God, he felt like he going to combust.


  Jace knew Michael wasn't listening to him by the time he finished talking. His grey eyes were pinned to his mouth and when he licked his lips, Michael's eyes dilated.


  Oh…


  A quick glance to his left hand showed he was not, in fact, married. Another quick glance down showed Michael was so very well endowed. Jace wondered what it would be like to have all that inside of him. He moaned quietly and took a step closer. He could feel the heat radiating from Michael's body. He wanted so badly to just throw him down and take him, hard, but this was neither the time nor the place. The air was so electrically charged between them that both men were panting. Eyes were dilated. Fists were clenched. When these two men came together, it would be one helluva night to remember. Neither man would be the same.


  "Daddy!" Josh's young voice burst the bubble that Michael and Jace were trapped in. They took a huge step back from each other and took a few deep breaths.


  "Wow." Jace said after a moment.


  "Be right there, Joshua."


  Michael shook his head to clear it of the lust that clouded it.


  "Listen, I have to get going, but maybe you could stop by the hotel sometime. Josh would love to see you again. We're staying at the Sheraton by the airport for now. Room 319." I would love to see you too, preferably naked and spread under me, Michael thought.


  Jace smiled and nodded his head.


  "Sure, maybe I'll stop by." He held his hand out for Michael to shake, and when their skin touched, they both gasped. Neither of them could deny the attraction, nor did either of them understand it.


  "See you around, Michael."


  Michael turned and watched Jace's tight ass in those jeans until he couldn't see him anymore. He took a few deep breaths, shook his head and went to take care of his son.


  ****


  Jace could not figure out how a simple handshake could leave him hard and wanting. He got in his jeep and gunned it home. The minute he walked to his studio apartment he stripped his clothes and made his way to the bathroom. The water was barely warm before got in, soaped up and had his hand wrapped around his cock. He braced an arm on the tiles above his head and closed his eyes. Images of Michael's strong, naked body flashed before his eyes. Fuck, he wanted him more than he wanted anything in his life. His hand stroked his cock, moving up and down, with a little twist of the wrist at the tip. He was going to come nice and hard. He pictured Michael's lips wrapped around him, and after a few more strokes, Jace came all over the shower wall. His hair was plastered to his forehead and his breathing was erratic. Shit, he'd never come like that before. Jace spent a few more minutes in the shower before getting out and drying off with a towel from the closet in the bathroom.


  Jace could not deny the attraction he felt to Michael. Even when the man ran up to him, looking like death, he still felt a yearning for him.


  Pathetic.


  Jace has promised himself that he wouldn't be so gung-ho about shit like this. But this was different. This wasn't just lust. He actually wanted more. So much more. And that little boy. Jace shook his head as he grabbed a pair of sleep pants, pulled them on, sans underwear, and headed to his kitchen for a beer and a sandwich.


  Thoughts about the last time Jace got involved with a man slipped into his head. He shuddered and decided not to go down that route. It was still painful after two years. He wondered if he would be able to handle another relationship again. He hadn't tried since then. He had one helluva dry spell. Jace was so out of practice he wasn't sure if he could do anything right. Jeez, what was he thinking? Well, he wasn't, at least, not when it came to Michael. The man made his heart rate speed up and his blood boil. Fuck, he had to adjust himself. Again.


  Dammit.


  He wasn't at all sure if he should take Michael up on his offer to go see him. Truth be told, he already missed little Joshua. The way his eyes lit up when he woke up and saw him standing there. Jace never had anyone look at him like that. He knew Joshua already had him wrapped around his little finger. Jace sighed and ran a hand through his hair. He flipped the TV on to have some background noise. Maybe if he focused enough on it his brain will shut the fuck up. He felt like he was thinking in circles. Jace decided to give it a few days before he made any decisions.


  ****


  "Daddy, do I have to go? I wanna stay with you." Josh whined for the millionth time. He was perched on the couch while Michael walked around packing a few toys and clothes in a bag so Josh could spend a few days with his sister while he set things straight with the insurance company, his job, and worked on finding a new place to live. He and Josh had looked at a few places on the Internet but Michael wanted to check them out himself.


  "Yes, you have to go. It's only for a few days, Josh. I thought you missed Aunt Sarah while she was on vacation." He took a seat next to Josh on the couch.


  Josh nodded. "I do miss her, Daddy, but I can't go now. What if Jace comes back? I don't want to miss him. I told you we should have kept him." Joshua frowned and folded his little arms across his chest. His grey eyes looked up at his father.


  "Now, Joshua, you watch your tone. If Jace comes by you will be the first to know but right now, Daddy has some things he needs to take care of. You don't want to stay in this hotel forever, do you?" Michael cocked an eyebrow and Josh dropped his arms.


  "No. I hate the bed. It's hard." Michael laughed and hugged his son.


  "Watch some TV. Aunt Sarah will be here any minute."


  "Okay, Daddy."


  Michael finished gathering Josh's things while the sounds of Tom and Jerry drifted around the room. They had done a bit of shopping after they got settled in the hotel. He bought them both some new clothes and some toys for Josh and toiletries. Michael had also taken off work for two weeks. Reading and editing manuscripts could wait while he got his life back on track. The insurance company was still working with the police and the fire department to determine what started the fire. They had yet to figure it out.


  Michael wondered if Jace was in on the investigation. He wished he had some way to contact him to ask about it. But he hadn't seen or heard from him in a week. At this point, Michael wondered if everything they experienced in the hospital was just a figment of his imagination. His hand had tingled for hours after Jace left. His body remained on edge so much so that Josh thought he was constipated. Michael could not help but burst out laughing at Josh's "Daddy, are you okay? You look like you need to go poop. The bathroom is over there." Michael shook his head. But he could not get Jace out of his head. His hair, his eyes, his smile, that ass. Shit, not now. Down boy. Oh great, I'm talking to my junk, now, Michael thought.


  A knock sounded at the door.


  "Aunt Sarah!" Josh yelled, jumping up and heading to the door.


  "Josh! Don't answer the door. What do I tell you about strangers?"


  Josh stopped in his tracks.


  "Don't answer the door unless I know who it is and don't talk to strangers."


  "Good boy." He said as he hoisted Josh up onto his hip and answered the door after looking in the peephole.


  "Hey, Sarah." He said.


  His sister was a short thing, only five feet three to his six foot two. They looked so much alike that people often thought they were twins but she was two years younger than he was. They had the same grey eyes and brown hair but hers reached just past her shoulders.


  "Hey, guys. How is my nephew doing?" She said as she stepped in the room and took Josh from Michael's arms.


  "I'm much better, Auntie!" Josh smiled as he held onto his aunt. He had always adored her.


  "That's a good, boy." She turned to Michael. "I'm sorry about your house, Mike. I still can't believe that happened. I picked a helluva time to go on vacation." She shook her head.


  "No, no. We're fine. You needed that vacation. This is just another bump in the road for us. We'll bounce back." Michael gave her what looked like a hopeful smile but he knew it was strained.


  "Well, all right. Let's get going." She grabbed Josh's bag from the couch and headed for the door.


  "See you in a few days, Josh. Be good. I love you." Michael kissed his forehead.


  "Love you, too, Daddy."


  And then they were gone.


  ****


  He was shaking like a leaf. He looked down the hallway after exiting the elevator. He felt like he was fifteen again and about to go on his first date. He walked down the hall, looking for the right room number. He wasn't sure what he was going to say when he faced him. He had been telling himself he just wanted to check on Joshua, but he knew it was more than that. He wanted that man, over him, under him, all around him. He'd had a week to think about it, fantasize about it, and dream about it.


  Well, there was no turning back now. He raised his hand, knocked on the door, and waited with baited breath.


  "Jace?" Michael looked surprised and a bit hesitant but fuck, his dreams and fantasies did not do him justice. He was wearing dark washed jeans and a black t-shirt. Damn, that man could look fine wearing nothing but a knapsack and covered in dirt. Jace kicked his brain back into gear and forced his mouth to work.


  "Michael. Hey. I just wanted to stop by see how you guys were doing." Jace could hear the shyness in his voice. He was supposed to be a grown man, dammit.


  "Oh well, you just missed Joshua. He's staying with my sister for a few days while I get some work done and find a new place."


  Michael couldn't help but ogle Jace. He had to be the most attractive man he'd ever seen. In just cargo pants and a t-shirt, the man was walking sex.


  "Oh, that's too bad. I guess I have rotten timing." He smiled and Michael could feel his heart speed up.


  "Come in," Michael stepped back and Jace walked in.


  "Can I get you a drink?" Michael offered as he closed the door.


  "No, I'm fine, thank you."


  Jace took a seat on the couch and Michael followed soon after.


  "How have you been doing?"


  Michael sighed.


  "I'm doing all right. Sometimes, I can't believe the total upheaval my life has taken. Everything my son and I had was gone with just one phone call." Michael shook his head, trying to dispel the horrible memories.


  Jace watched as Michael's eyes became clouded, and his light mood shifted to something dark. He did not like that look on him at all. It seemed as if he had aged a decade right in front of his eyes.


  "I can imagine. Have you found a place yet?" Jace said mostly to distract him, but also to watch his mouth move.


  "Josh and I looked at a few places. Nothing is concrete yet." Michael could feel Jace's eyes on him. He pretended to watch the TV, which was still playing cartoons, but really, he was hoping Jace would make the first move.


  Michael had had plenty of time to think about what he wanted Jace to do to him. He wanted those long fingers to pull at his hair as they kissed, to glide over his chest as he fucked Jace into the bed. His cock was straining against his jeans almost painfully now. If Jace didn't make a move soon, well, he would just have to do it himself.


  Jace could see Michael's manhood pushing against his jeans. He knew he was watching him, knew he wanted him. He could feel the heat coming off of him in waves.


  Fuck, he wanted him.


  What was holding him back though? Yes, the man was a bit vulnerable, but he also knew what he was doing. Yes, they both felt something for each other; why else would he be sitting on this couch in his hotel room? No, Jace was not exactly sure if he wanted to continue with the relationship should something entirely new result from it. But Jace had a feeling that getting involved with this man would change his life. For the better. And just like when he ran into that house and rescued that boy, even though his chief said the house was empty, he had a feeling, one he could not resist. And he would not resist Michael anymore.


  "Michael," Jace hardly recognized his own voice. It was low and gravelly, as if he'd just woken up.


  Michael shivered.


  Jace moved across the couch until his thigh touched Michael's. He twisted his body and brought his right hand to rest on Michael's strong back. His left hand touched Michael's chin, turning his head to face his. Michael's grey eyes were nearly black with lust. His breathing was fast and oh, shit, was he hard as a fucking rock. Jace was about to have the time of his life.


  Jace's right hand gripped the back of Michael's neck and then they came together in a fury of lips, tongues, and teeth. Both men groaned and moaned and oh God, even their fucking toes curled.


  Michael moved his hands up into Jace's hair and gripped hard, just as he always wanted. Jace groaned and bit at his tongue.


  Fuck.


  The need to breathe broke them apart. Both men were breathing hard.


  "Fuck, you don't know how badly I've wanted to do that since I laid eyes on you." Michael panted.


  "Oh, I think I have an idea." Next thing Michael knew, Jace had straddled him and slipped his big hands under his shirt and around his back. His tongue and teeth teased his neck and up behind his ear. Michael moved his hands to squeeze Jace's sides and push him down onto his cock. Jace groaned and bit down on Michael's neck, hard.


  "Fuck Jace, do that again."


  Now, both men were grinding against each other like a couple of drunken teenagers. Jace's hands travelled all over Michael's body. He touched his chest, teased his nipples, and scratched his blunt nails down his abs. Jace leaned back and motioned for Michael to raise his arms, which he did, and brought his shirt up and off. Jace took a moment to admire the washboard abs and the strong pectorals. Michael's arms were thick but not bulging. Oh, but he couldn't wait to see him naked.


  "Shit, Michael, you are too sexy for your own good." Jace groaned as he leaned down and took one of his nipples in his mouth. Jace paid equal attention to both until they were little tight peaks and Michael couldn't stop moaning.


  "Mmm, so good."


  Michael slipped a hand into Jace's hair. It was so smooth and soft. He gripped it tightly and brought Jace's mouth back to his. He pulled at Jace's shirt and a moment later, it was gone. He returned the nipple sucking favor, and when Jace leaned back to give him more room, it was the perfect angle for him to grind against his cock. Jace shuddered so hard, he lost his hold on his nipple.


  "Fuck me, Michael, harder."


  "Oh, I'll fuck you all right."


  Michael slipped his hands under Jace's ass and stood up. He made his way down the short hall to his bedroom and dropped Jace on the bed. He brought his hands to his jeans and tugged at the belt, button and zipper. He toed off his shoes and socks before dropping everything. If Jace's breathing wasn't fast already, then it was about to be now that Michael was naked and glorious in front of him. Michael stood tall and straight. His cock was long and thick, jutting proudly from between his thighs, no hair in sight. Michael brought a hand up to stroke himself a bit. Jace's eyes were pinned to the action. He licked his lips while a hand travelled down his body to undo his pants. He palmed his cock and moaned. He was hard; he wasn't sure how long he could last.


  "Come here, baby." Jace groaned.


  Michael grinned at the low tone in Jace's voice. He would love to wake up to that every day. Michael took the few steps toward his bed while Jace scooted to the edge of it. When Michael stood between his legs, he gripped his cock in hand and set about licking and sucking. He stroked what he couldn't fit and swirled his tongue around the rest. He could taste the slightly salty precum and it made him moan around him. Michael tilted his head back as he wrapped his fingers in Jace's hair. He could feel his orgasm building. He canted his hips as Jace hollowed out his mouth to take him deeper.


  "Yes. Fuck, Jace. You have a pretty fucking mouth."


  Jace nodded around him before gently nipping his tip. Michael felt his balls draw up tight. He knew if he didn't stop him now, he'd come, and he didn't want to yet. He wanted to be inside him.


  "Stop, Jace." Jace let him go with a soft pop. He grinned up at Michael.


  "Did you like that?"


  "I fucking loved that. But I want to be inside you when I come."


  Jace moaned at that. He stood up and brought their mouths together for another kiss. His cargos and underwear slipped down his legs and he kicked them off. Jace leaned back on the bed, taking Michael with him. They were skin on skin, from head to toe. It was so fucking glorious that Michael groaned loud and long. He could hardly believe this beautiful man was under him, craving his touch, and claiming his mouth. They ground against each other, seeking friction to soothe the ache building between them.


  "Fuck, now, please Michael," Jace groaned. He scored Michael's back and tilted his hips up. Jace had never known such pleasure could come from something so simple. He wondered how long he would last once Michael was inside of him. Michael slipped away and grabbed a small bottle of lube and a condom from his bag. It was one of those toiletries he got while shopping. Never know when the time to fuck might come along.


  "Ready for me?" Michael asked. Jace nodded, his eyes on Michael's hands. Michael dribbled a bit of lube on his hand before getting to work. He trailed a hand down Jace's body, stroking his cock a few times before continuing down and slipping a finger in Jace's hole.


  Jace moaned and gripped the sheets.


  "So tight, Jace." Michael said as he watched Jace's face contort with pleasure. He pumped his finger a few times before adding another.


  "Yes, please," Jace had never been so wanton before but neither had he ever wanted anything this much before. Michael had never seen such a beautiful sight; this tanned, blue-eyed man, with abs and muscles and oh, God, his cock. Michael wondered if he was drooling but didn't have time to think about that as Jace clenched around his finger. He was so ready for him, nice and stretched.


  Michael leaned up, put Jace's legs up over his shoulders and positioned his cock at his entrance. He kissed Jace, hard, before slipping inside. The men groaned and gripped at each other, muttering obscenities with their names mixed in. Michael pumped slowly in and out of Jace. He could hardly believe how tight he was. Nothing had ever felt this good. They came together in a tangle of limbs and mouths and teeth. Neither man was sure where one began and the other ended. It was like two kindred souls finally being connected, finally finding each other after a lifetime apart.


  When they came together, they yelled each other's names, their arms wrapped tightly around each other.


  ****


  "Will you tell me about Joshua's mother?"


  Michael sighed. Jace's head lifted up and down at the motion. Michael lay on his back with Jace half on top of him. His head was resting on his chest and his arm was wrapped around his waist.


  "I knew I was attracted to both men and women for a while, maybe since I was 14, but my parents wouldn't hear of it. They refused to believe any of it. The only support I had was Sarah, my sister, and Anna. She was a close friend of mine. We went to high school together. We were both having some…sexual identity issues and we helped each other realize that I was bisexual, although I do prefer men over women most of the time and she was a total lesbian. We had sex once, just to experiment, when we were 20. She wasn't supposed to end up pregnant but I guess we were part of that point zero one percent of condoms that don't work." Michael laughed humorlessly. "She died giving birth to Joshua and it's been me and him ever since and, well, Sarah, too. Our parents died in a car accident that same year. They didn't even know Anna was pregnant. They had still refused to have anything to do with me. That was about 4 years ago."


  Michael had a shadowed look to his face and Jace wanted nothing more than to take that look away and replace it with a smile.


  "I'm sorry. I know that seems inadequate." Jace kissed Michael's chest and Michael gave him a squeeze.


  "It's fine. You could say I've made my peace with it, but sometimes I wish they had just listened to me. Joshua is the best kid a father could ever have. And they will never know of their grandson."


  Michael got a wistful look in his eyes when he talked about his son. Jace loved that look.


  "He is a great kid. Takes after his father."


  "Oh, shut up." Michael laughed.


  After a moment of silence Jace spoke.


  "You know, you are the first man I've been with in about 3 years."


  Michael eyeballed him.


  "What? I'm serious. You see, the last time I was in a relationship, it didn't end well. Believe it or not, I used to be 400 pounds. I've been gay since I could remember. My parents were more upset over the fact that I was fat than gay. My dad was also big but he was too stubborn and proud to face it and do something about it. And well, so was I, until I met this guy at a club. His name was Marcus and he was tall and skinny and handsome and I thought I'd hit the jackpot. We dated for almost six months before I found out the truth. He and his friends made a bet that he couldn't make me fall for him before he fucked me. He hid a camera in the room the first time we had sex as evidence that he fucked the fat gay guy. I felt used and abused and just downright fucking angry. I looked at myself in the mirror and realized that I craved attention from anyone who would give it to me. I didn't want to be that person anymore. So I lost the weight. I went on a diet, got a trainer, and when I could walk up and down stairs without feeling like I was going to die, I decided to become a firefighter. What better job could get you ripped? The rest, as they say, is history."


  "Did you ever run into Marcus again?"


  "Hell yeah, I did. Fucker didn't even recognize me. I gave him the best blowjob he'd ever had and walked away. He figured out who I was soon after. Fucking Facebook." Jace laughed. "He still calls me."


  "I just bet he does. But he can't have you. You'll have to show me what you were like before."


  "Maybe. I had promised myself that I wouldn't just jump into anything like that ever again but you and Josh…you guys just shattered my resolve. I spent this last week going through all kinds of possibilities and scenarios and ugh. I was so nervous coming here."


  "Honestly, Jace, fat or not, if you hadn't made the first move, I would have and it wouldn't have been as slow and sweet as it was." Michael grinned and leaned down to take Jace's mouth. Jace moaned and rolled on top of him.


  "Is that so?" He mumbled against Michael's lips.


  "It is."


  "Show me."


  THE END
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  Dear Author,


  I've been in love with my best friend Mikey ever since we roomed together at college. He's everything I'm not, including brave. He was brave enough to come out whereas I've stayed right in the closet, not able to admit my feelings to anyone, least of all Mikey.


  So when he told me he wanted to go on a camping weekend to celebrate breaking up with his cheating bastard of a boyfriend Brad, I was delighted. But I was also worried. Could I cope with sharing a tent with the newly single man I'd loved for years? I'd be ok as long as there were other people around.


  But when the truck breaks down on our way, leaving us at least a couple of days from civilisation, it leaves me wondering what the hell we are going to do to pass the time?


  Feel free to do as you will with this one. I'd prefer a fair bit of partially clothed sweaty outdoor smexin'. Have fun!


  Sincerely,


  Daydream
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  FIRE ON THE MOUNTAIN


  by S. W. Vaughn


  CHAPTER 1


  Ethan half hoped the torrential downpour they were currently driving through would make Jude call off the trip. But the rain sheeting down the windshield and guttering the white beams of the truck's headlights only seemed to fuel the man's optimism.


  "Good thing it's doing this now." Jude turned the wiper speed up a notch, and the truck slowed as he squinted at the surrounding blackness outside. They'd been driving this mountain road most of the day and hadn't passed so much as a single house, let alone a street light. "By the time we get to the campgrounds, the weather gods'll call off the rain."


  Ethan arched an eyebrow. "Weather gods?"


  "Known to mere mortals as the Channel 9 meteorology team."


  "Right." Ethan couldn't help smiling. Jude had never made a secret of his crush on the Channel 9 weather guy. While Ethan had kept his own crush—on the man sitting next to him, grinning at the rain—buried under the joke that was his life.


  He was about to spend a week sharing a tent with his best friend since college, who happened to be the man of his dreams. And who, like everyone else, thought he was an ultra-white heterosexual from an ultra-white small town, with a born-again Christian preacher mother and an ex-wife to prove it.


  And to top it off, Jude had finally ditched his douchebag of a boyfriend. This trip was to celebrate his freedom. Ethan was thrilled for him—but at the same time, he'd never felt further from freedom himself.


  A booming crack of thunder split the air, loud enough to make Ethan flinch. At the same time, a bolt of brilliant blue-white lightning flashed clear to the ground in the near distance, searing an imprint on his eyes. Sparks burst upward from the site of the impact amid endless trees, and there was a muffled, prolonged crackling sound.


  Jude frowned. "Maybe we should pull over, wait this out."


  "Yeah." Despite the relief in his voice, vague unease infiltrated Ethan. Extending the time they spent in close quarters wasn't what he'd had in mind. At least once they reached the campground he could get a little distance. Being this close to Jude for so long was practically torture. He'd never be able to act on his feelings, because he couldn't come out and risk someone in his narrow-minded town finding out. Especially after what happened to old Tom.


  The memory sent a shudder through him, and he pushed it away.


  "Let me know if you see a good spot to get off the road," Jude said. "I can't hardly—fuck!"


  The squeal of the brakes reverberated everywhere as the truck entered a sickening angled slide. Time slowed to a crawl, passing in single frozen images—Jude's face, jaw clenched in grim concentration, his hands fused to the wheel, the rain strobing and stuttering in the headlight glow, the dark mass blocking the road.


  Ethan didn't even realize it was a tree until the truck impacted with a dull crunch.


  His body jerked hard, and the seat belt dug into him, stealing his breath. A deafening silence roared over him. Just as he was sure he'd black out, he managed a sharp exhale, and the sound of rain pelting the truck snapped on like a switch.


  "Jesus," he said in a shaking whisper. "Jude? Are you..."


  A groan responded, and his stomach lurched. He looked over to see Jude with his head planted against the wheel, arms slack at his sides. Blood on his face.


  "Jude!" Ethan fumbled with the seat belt catch. For one terrifying instant it wouldn't release, but at last it clicked down, and he fought free of the belt.


  Before he could move toward Jude, the other man straightened slowly and shook his head. The blood was coming from a nasty gash on his forehead. He touched it, winced, and said, "You okay, man?"


  "Yeah. I'm fine."


  "Good." Jude sent a blank gaze through the windshield. Then his features twisted in rage, and he drew back and drove a balled fist into the steering wheel. The horn let out a brief, pathetic bleat.


  The situation wasn't funny, but the absurd noise—like someone stepping on a rubber duck—had Ethan struggling to hold back a grin. "Well," he said. "I guess that'll teach it."


  Jude swung his head to stare at him, and then laughed. "What can I say? That horn had it coming." His smile faded fast, and he stared straight ahead while the wipers beat senselessly against the rain and the cooling engine ticked and pinged under the hood. "All right," he said at last. "I've gotta try and move this thing."


  "What, the tree?"


  Jude smirked. "The truck. Hang onto something."


  "Right." Ethan grabbed the handle above the door. "You sure that's a good idea?"


  "No." With a sharp exhale, Jude twisted the ignition. The engine coughed, revved down, and then roared into life with a chopping idle that hadn't been there before. Jude hung his head briefly before he popped it into reverse and focused on the rear view mirror. "Here goes."


  The truck lurched back a few feet. As it did, the driver's side rose and fell sharply, accompanied by a deep, hollow clunk. "Shit," Jude said through clenched teeth. He rolled it back further, and the cab clunked up and down with every rotation of the tires. It took several minutes for him to get some distance from the fallen tree and pull as far off the road as the surrounding woods allowed. He threw the gearshift into park and cut the engine. "No way we're making it back down like this."


  "You don't say." Ethan managed a small smile and slid a hand in his pocket to grab his phone. "I've got triple-A," he said. "They'll probably charge extra to come this far, but—"


  "You don't have reception."


  "Come on, man. Think positive."


  "I am positive. No reception up here."


  Ethan extracted the phone anyway. He hit a random button, and the screen flashed to life, greeting him with NO SERVICE.


  "Told you." Jude slumped against the seat. "We're a hundred miles from anywhere."


  Nodding slowly, he tucked the phone back in place. "So what do we do?"


  "Wait until morning."


  "Oh, great plan."


  "You got a better one?"


  Ethan shook himself and fought the panic that fueled his anger. He'd expected to spend a few nights in close quarters—but not this close. No way either of them could sleep behind the front seat. There was room for two passengers back there, but the seats were tiny, fold-down models. Just a couple squares of padded vinyl hinged together. "Sorry," he said abruptly, and let out a breath. "Guess I'm just a little bummed about crashing into a tree and all."


  "Yeah. Me, too." Jude cast a slanted smile. "I've got something to cheer us up, though. Hang tight." He popped the door open and jumped out into the rain, then slammed it shut.


  "The hell?" Ethan watched him sprint toward the back of the truck, hunched against the downpour, and lost sight of him in the blackness. After a minute, he heard and felt the tailgate bang closed.


  Jude reappeared grinning. He climbed back into the cab, tossed a damp, battered black canvas backpack into Ethan's lap and switched on the interior light. "Have a look in there."


  Ethan stared at him. The rain had washed the blood from his forehead, and the cut didn't look too bad. But damn, the wet look suited him. His black, shoulder-length hair, usually straight, had formed damp, sleek tendrils that framed his face. Droplets of water beaded on smooth skin and firm lips that Ethan suddenly wanted, more than anything, to kiss, to taste the rain on that sensual mouth and feel the heat against him.


  "You look hungry."


  The words shook him from his fantasies, and Ethan had to remind himself firmly that Jude had meant food. "Well, we did skip lunch," he said in an approximation of normalcy. "Is there something to eat in here?"


  "That, and a nice kick to go with it." Still grinning, Jude stripped off his soaked shirt.


  Ethan swallowed a groan, barely resisting the impulse to shove a knuckle or two in his mouth. "Sounds awesome," he said, forcing his concentration onto the bag. He unzipped the main compartment, and the first thing he spotted was the long neck of a bottle. That had to be the kick. He pulled it out and smiled—Johnnie Walker Red. The whiskey of choice for both of them.


  "What's a vacation without our friend Johnnie, right?" Jude nodded at the bag. "There's a couple of tumblers in there, too. Oh, and grab me a shirt?"


  "Sure." Keeping his gaze as averted as possible, he grabbed something dark that turned out to be a T-shirt and handed it over. When Jude tugged it on, he relaxed a little and started looking for the tumblers. A drink sounded really good right about now. He found one right away and put it in the drink holder. As he sifted through the bag's contents, mostly clothes, his fingers brushed something solid and cool, so he grabbed it.


  It was a handgun.


  "Since when do code monkeys carry guns?" He couldn't keep the surprise out of his voice. In all the years he'd known Jude, he never thought of him as the arms-bearing type.


  "That's code gorilla to you, designer boy." Jude offered a neutral shrug. "There's bears and stuff up here," he said. "Don't worry about it. Let's drink."


  "Yeah, all right." Ethan shoved the gun back into the bag and managed to find the other tumbler. He wasn't getting the whole story here. For now, though, he wouldn't push. The day had sucked enough already.


  Jude opened the bottle and poured them both a more than generous dose. Too much, really. He picked up his glass, and when Ethan followed suit, he said, "To freedom."


  "Freedom." They clinked glasses, and Ethan tossed back half the contents. Jude simply drained his without stopping for breath. After a moment's hesitation, Ethan polished the drink off, and didn't protest when Jude filled both glasses back up.


  It was going to be a very long night.


  ****


  "Hey. I'm out." Ethan gave a lopsided smile and thrust his empty glass out, almost knocking over the little battery-powered lantern on the dash. Despite the fact that the truck was wrecked, Jude hadn't wanted to kill the battery with the interior lights. "How 'bout a refill?"


  Jude almost refused. Ethan had never been able to hold his liquor well—more than once, he'd had to practically carry the man home after a night out. But Ethan's drunkenly earnest expression was irresistible. And besides, it wasn't like either of them was driving anywhere tonight.


  He poured out half a glass for Ethan, considered refilling his own and decided to just drink straight from the bottle, because fuck it, he'd already ruined this trip. Just like he managed to do with everything else in his life. "Cheers, goddamnit," he murmured, bringing the bottle to his lips and upending it for a deep pull.


  If it bothered Ethan, his friend didn't show it. "Know who I saw the other day?" Ethan drank, grimaced. "Old Howard, the English prof. Guess he lives in my town now."


  "Ugh. Lucky you."


  "I didn't think he was that bad. Dry and boring, maybe. But he wasn't too big of a jerk."


  Jude raised an eyebrow. "Not to you. You're the right everything."


  "Huh?" Ethan turned to him with an injured frown. "What's that supposed to mean?"


  "Me big dumb lazy Injun. Drink much firewater."


  Ethan's features softened. "Come on, man. Don't do that to yourself."


  Jude stared at the bottle in his hand and let out a sigh. "Sorry, bro. I had a hard time with that son of a bitch, is all." He hadn't actually thought about Howard in years. The man had made his first year in college more miserable than it already was—no easy feat, considering the circumstances. "He was always on my ass, throwing little jibes at me. Big ones, too. One time I fell asleep in class, and he..." His stomach clenched, and he took another swig of whiskey.


  "He what?"


  Christ, why was he telling this story? Must've been drunker than he thought. But he'd already started it, and it wasn't like Ethan would blab it around. He'd always been able to tell the man anything and not worry about it—unlike his lover, who delighted in humiliating him. Ex-lover now. And he was happy about that, damn it. Even if he'd had to start carrying a gun because of the crazy bastard. "Okay," he finally said. "So, you know how I was working two jobs?"


  "Two?" Ethan's brow furrowed. "I knew about the diner."


  "Yeah, well, that wasn't enough." He didn't bother going off about how he had no support network, how he got kicked off the rez when he came out and wasn't even allowed to talk to his mother. Not that she'd have helped him, anyway. "I was doing an early-morning shift at a shipping place, too. So I'd get off late at the diner, grab a few hours' sleep, and load trucks until classes started."


  Ethan made a sympathetic sound. "That had to suck."


  "It did." Jude shrugged. "I was drained. Passed out cold in Howard's class one morning. He banged on the desk to wake me up, and I just about fell out of the chair." He let out a slow breath. "And then he stepped on my nuts, in front of the whole class."


  "What? Why didn't you report him or something? He should've been fired."


  It took him a minute to realize Ethan was taking him literally, and he couldn't help a short laugh. "I mean, he insulted me. He said—and this is a direct quote. I'll never forget it." Jude screwed up his features in a parody of the tight old fuck. "Mr. Williams. If you must immerse yourself in such disgusting behavior, I'd appreciate it if you would confine your drinking and your sexual relations with boys to the weekends."


  Ethan's jaw dropped. He clapped a hand to his mouth, and a snort burst from behind it.


  "Oh, so it's funny?"


  "No." Ethan lowered his hand. His lips twitched uncontrollably. "It's just...damn. You do Howard better than he does."


  Jude blinked a few times, and then gave over to laughter. When Ethan joined in, he only laughed harder. "Maybe it was kind of funny," he managed. "I mean, the look on his face—"


  "Like he just kissed a used toilet plunger."


  "Yes! Exactly." Jude leaned back and grinned. That was the thing about Ethan...no matter how miserable he was feeling, the man had a knack for lifting his mood. He felt half guilty about it sometimes. Like he was just using Ethan for comic relief. And before he could stop himself, his thoughts made their way out of his mouth. "What are you getting out of this, anyway?"


  Ethan's lingering smile faded. "Out of what?"


  "This. Us. I mean, you hanging out with me." Too late to take it back now. With any luck, Ethan would be too drunk to remember this conversation. "You're always there for me, and all I do is bitch about my life. I never do anything for you."


  "You brought the Johnnie." A faint thread of desperation ran through Ethan's words—or was he imagining that? "Jude...you're my friend. My only friend, actually." He huffed out a breath. "Man, that sounds pathetic. But it's true."


  "What about Emily? I thought you two still talked."


  "Yeah, I guess."


  Jude almost reached out, maybe to pat Ethan's shoulder. He took a drink instead. "I never got why you divorced," he said. "You seemed perfect together."


  "Appearances can be deceiving," Ethan muttered.


  "So what, she beat you up?"


  That got a smile. "No. Things just...weren't working out."


  "Aha. She was no good in the sack."


  Ethan looked away suddenly, and drained the rest of his drink. "Let's not talk about Emily, okay?"


  Damn. Apparently he'd hit a sore spot. Couldn't he do anything right? "Hey, I'm sorry," he said. "I was just messing with you."


  "I know." For a moment Ethan stared out the windshield into the night, his expression blank. He finally relaxed and shifted to face Jude. "How about another drink?"


  It struck Jude then how adorable the man was, with his shaggy, sandy brown hair and stubble shadowing his jaw, and light hazel eyes that were almost green in the light from the lantern.


  And he absolutely could not think about Ethan like this. No way would he be able to forget about being hit on by a gay man, drunk or not. "Sure," he said, though he didn't sound as casual as he'd wanted to. With a hand that almost shook, he poured out another generous shot. "She was lucky to have you, you know." He bit back the rest of what he'd wanted to say—I wouldn't have let you go.


  The thought shocked him. If he had feelings for Ethan, he'd been repressing the hell out of them. And he damned well better keep on doing that, because this was dangerous territory.


  Ethan offered a dispirited laugh. "Right. Trust me, she's better off without me."


  "Hey, you're not that bad."


  "I am for her."


  Jude couldn't think of a response for that, so he drank more. Ethan did, too. The silence stretched to an uncomfortable length—and then Jude's mouth ran away from his brain as he said, "You ever let a man give you a blowjob?"


  Regret instantly burned through him. He didn't dare look at Ethan, so he stared at the floor and waited for the outburst.


  It didn't come.


  He risked a glance. Ethan looked puzzled, but not angry. "Why?"


  Jude found his breath again. Maybe he could pass this off as a joke. "Just curious," he said. "I've never had a woman, but they say a guy's better. We know our way around the equipment—what feels good, where." He tried for a grave nod. "It's a scientific fact."


  Ethan's eyebrows arched. "Scientific, huh?"


  "Bio-malogical, or whatever. Same difference. Anyway, it's better."


  "But you don't know that for sure." Ethan wore a little smile. "You'd need a woman to compare it with, right?"


  "Technically, yeah." He smiled back. Crisis averted, so he could keep going with the joke now. "You've had one, though. So you should try a guy sometime—like a scientific experiment."


  "Good idea. How about now?"


  Jude swallowed hard and stared at him. There wasn't a trace of amusement in Ethan's features. "You serious?"


  Ethan nodded.


  "I don't know, man." Even as he voiced his reservation, Jude's body disagreed. He really did want Ethan—right now, in any way he could get him. Despite knowing full well that he'd only be ruining one more good thing in his life. "You're drunk," he said, hoping like hell Ethan would take the chance to stop this. Because he didn't think he could.


  But Ethan just smiled. "So are you," he said. "Does that mean you can't prove that a man is better?"


  "No." Jude put the bottle aside and slid across the seat toward him. "I'm not that drunk."


  Stop me. Oh God, please...


  Ethan unfastened the button on his jeans and slowly pulled the zipper down. "Prove it."


  And Jude surrendered.


  CHAPTER 2


  Logical, careful Ethan, who knew this was a terrible idea and should've never in a million years summoned the guts to call Jude out on an alcohol-fueled joke, screamed somewhere in his head for him to stop this.


  But drunk, frustrated Ethan, who wanted Jude so badly it hurt, overruled the coward.


  Jude was touching him, one leg pressed against his—and it was enough to make him instantly hard. He could feel the heat of him, more intense than he'd imagined when he fantasized about kissing him. Should he do that now? No. Jude hadn't been serious to start with, and Ethan could hardly believe he'd agreed. Whatever spell this was, he didn't want to break it.


  Jude's tongue darted out to moisten his lips. "Take it out for me."


  Suddenly incapable of speech, Ethan eased his jeans and underwear down. A quick hiss escaped him when his cock sprang free.


  Jude stared. He lifted his gaze, and there were storms in his eyes. "You sure about this?"


  He had to do more than nod this time. "Yes," he heard himself say, though his voice rasped like sandpaper. "Sure. I'm sure."


  This time, Jude replied with a nod. He half-stood, hunched in deference to the roof of the cab, and stepped neatly over to the passenger side to kneel between Ethan's legs. There was a surprising amount of room there. Jude lifted an arm and reached out slowly, leaning forward by degrees until his fingertips were just a whisper away. He hesitated, and then wrapped his hand around the base of Ethan's cock.


  Ethan gasped as liquid heat pooled in his groin. His heart raced, and when Jude looked up at him with the smallest suggestion of a smile, he was afraid he'd come right then.


  Jude moved toward him, and then his mouth was on his cock—sucking the head, sliding down an inch or so along the shaft and back up slowly, his tongue pressed against the sensitive vein on the underside. Ethan's breath caught. He hadn't expected the silky smooth heat, every bit as fine and soft as a woman's mouth.


  But the pressure. Oh God...Jude slid lower, sucked hard, and Ethan gasped as his fingers clutched the edge of the seat. Up again, teeth scraping lightly against his slicked skin as the hand started pumping, and a delicious shiver of sensation shot through him.


  It wasn't long before he stopped thinking altogether.


  Jude eased into him, taking more and more in his mouth every time, until he was hitting the base. Somehow he kept up that incredible pressure, even with Ethan's cock jammed down his throat—and the steadying hand slipped down to caress his balls.


  Ethan plunged his fingers through the damp silk of Jude's hair, urging him on, lifting himself into the strokes. His moans grew breathless, and a nearly unbearable heaviness coiled in his groin. Christ, he was going to come hard enough to take Jude's head off. He wanted to warn the man, but his attempt at speech emerged a tangled sound of pleasure and anticipation.


  In response, Jude sucked harder and let out a low groan. The vibration against his cock pushed him over the edge. He threw his head back with a hoarse cry, in the grip of the most intense orgasm of his life. Hot cum pumped from him in a stream that felt endless.


  And Jude held his cock firmly in his mouth the whole time. Swallowed every drop.


  Finally, his body relaxed. He looked down, realized he was still cradling Jude's head against him. Reluctantly, he disentangled his fingers. Jude eased back gradually, and a single gasp tore itself from Ethan's throat as his cock slipped from Jude's lips.


  Silence flowed in around them. Jude remained motionless, his gaze cast down, and Ethan willed him to say something. Anything at all. He had no idea what he should say, and he didn't want to ruin this moment with something stupid.


  At once, Jude shuddered visibly. "I'll move. You probably don't want me touching you."


  "What? No. I mean, yes, I do—well, damn." Ethan tugged his underwear and jeans back into place, but didn't bother to fasten them. "You were right," he said.


  Jude snorted. "About what?"


  "You're better than a woman."


  "Thanks." He still wouldn't look up.


  Ethan reached out and tipped Jude's face toward him. The man didn't resist. "Listen," he said. "No regrets, okay? We're still friends."


  Jude offered a slow nod. "Friends," he repeated.


  "Drunk, tired friends. So let's get some sleep."


  "Sure."


  The impulse that flooded Ethan was even worse than goading Jude into giving him a blowjob. But he couldn't bear the defeated look in Jude's eyes. "Come here," he said, patting the seat beside him. "Please."


  After a moment's hesitation, Jude shifted and maneuvered himself onto the seat. Ethan put an arm around his shoulders and drew him close. At first Jude stiffened, but then he relaxed against him.


  "No regrets," Ethan whispered, settling a palm against Jude's chest.


  It only took a minute or two for exhaustion to claim him, with Jude's warm weight cradled at his side. And his last thought was that he'd lied to himself—because while he wouldn't regret the sexual aspect, this casual gesture of affection would tear him apart in the morning.


  He could never have Jude the way he wanted him.


  ****


  Jude blinked himself awake against streaming sunlight and experienced a moment of pleasant unawareness before reality crashed down. He'd wrecked his truck in the middle of nowhere, then he'd gotten drunk and made things worse.


  Ethan was still asleep, still holding him like he mattered. He wasn't sure why the man had comforted him like this after last night's disaster, but his best guess was that Ethan was just being Ethan. The nice guy, the good friend—always picking him up when he fell.


  It wouldn't work this time. Jude had gone too far, and he knew it.


  He extricated himself as carefully as possible, hoping like hell Ethan wouldn't wake up. There was still a slim chance he'd been too drunk to remember exactly what happened—but not if he came around with Jude snuggled up to him like a morning-after stripper. Miraculously, Ethan remained asleep, so Jude slid over behind the wheel to survey the damage outside.


  The tree lying across the road was a massive one. No way he and Ethan could move it without a chainsaw. And even if the truck worked, there was no way to get around that thing. Woods lined both sides of the road. He'd been hoping to limp the truck along the last thirty miles or so to the campground, or at least get them a fair distance so they could try walking the rest of the way. Obviously, that wasn't going to happen.


  "That's a big tree."


  Ethan's voice, thick with sleep, sent a jolt through him. He decided to act casual—if Ethan didn't bring up last night, he wouldn't either. "Yeah," he said. "I was just wishing I'd brought a chainsaw."


  "Looks like the weather gods are displeased." Ethan groaned, leaned forward and dropped his head in his hands. "Whiskey hangovers suck."


  "You need water." Jude popped the door open, grateful for the distraction. "I'll go grab some. Be right back."


  "Any chance of coffee?"


  "Caffeine's bad for hangovers."


  Another groan. "I'll risk it."


  "Not yet." With a quick smile, Jude slid out and headed for the truck bed.


  He'd stowed the coolers last for easy access. Drinks in the blue one, food in the red. He lowered the tailgate, and noted with cautious relief that the damage back here seemed minimal. A good thing, since they might be stuck here awhile.


  Thinking about that sent a nervous twinge through him. The longer they were alone, the better chance Ethan would remember last night. He really didn't want to talk about that.


  He grabbed two waters, headed back to the cab and handed one to Ethan through the open door. "The finest cheap bottled water in the city," he said. "Probably packed with all sorts of nutritious chemicals. Drink up."


  "Mmph." Ethan twisted the bottle open and sucked down three-quarters of it at once. "Okay, I drank. I demand coffee."


  Jude smirked. "You're just going to make it worse."


  "Don't care."


  "All right. You win. It's gonna take a while, though."


  "I'll help. Be there in a minute."


  Nodding, Jude returned to the back and started pulling out gear. He'd brought a little Coleman stove and a percolator, but they'd been shoved pretty far back. As he piled things on the ground, he heard the passenger door open. Ethan came staggering into view a moment later—yawning hugely, running a hand through his unruly hair.


  Jude couldn't help noticing he'd fastened his jeans. And wondering if he knew how they'd come undone.


  "So, how screwed are we?"


  For a few seconds, Jude couldn't breathe. Then he realized Ethan meant the whole stranded thing. "Pretty much completely," he said, and gestured down the road the way they'd come. "It's fifty miles back down to that little dip-in-the-road where we gassed up. And we're still thirty miles out from the campgrounds."


  Ethan frowned. "You weren't kidding about the middle of nowhere."


  "Nope." He decided against explaining his reasoning—Mike. Still fucking with his life, even though he'd broken it off. He couldn't risk letting his ex find out where he'd be, because the man was seriously unbalanced.


  Mike had not taken being dumped well.


  "Well, someone will come up this way eventually, right?" Ethan said. "And they'll have to stop at that tree. So we just wait. We've got food and shelter."


  "That, or we hike it to the campgrounds," Jude said, a little too quickly. "It'd take two days walking, but we could backpack some of this stuff, and call a tow truck from there."


  "I guess." A look flashed across Ethan's face. Disappointment? "Gotta take a piss," he muttered. "Be right back."


  "Sure." Jude watched him wander off into the woods, and then turned back to finding the Coleman. He wasn't sure why the idea of walking upset Ethan, but staying here to wait around was just a bad idea. They'd get to talking. Last night would come up. And there would go the relationship with his best friend...the only good thing left in his life, besides his business.


  He'd just laid hand to the stove, shoved under a rolled sleeping back, when a series of loud, splintering cracks erupted from the woods—and Ethan screamed.


  Jude took off running.


  Just as it occurred to him that he had no idea which direction Ethan might've turned, he realized that something up ahead wasn't quite right. He slowed to a walk, approaching the slight rise that made the leaf-strewn ground seem broken away from the landscape beyond.


  A groan drifted through the air. It sounded impossibly far away.


  "Ethan!" Jude picked up the pace. The closer he got to the rise, the more wrong it looked. Everything past that ridge of ground was disproportionate. Distant.


  "Watch out..." Ethan's voice, faint and strained.


  His gut twisted in sick suspicion, Jude moved cautiously to the top of the ridge. Beyond it, the ground dropped sharply into a deep, narrow gorge. A thin stream choked with leaves and branches trickled along at the bottom, a good thirty feet below.


  And Ethan was halfway down the steep embankment, dangling head-down from a jutting ledge—with only a foot ensnared in a thick, tangled deadfall keeping him there.


  CHAPTER 3


  "Don't move, okay?" Jude called from somewhere above. "I'm coming down."


  Ethan would've laughed, if he could catch enough breath. Move? That didn't seem to be an option right now. He couldn't get enough leverage to swing himself upright, even if it hadn't felt like someone had skewered his ankle with a red-hot poker. He'd almost passed out when he tried it.


  It was a bonehead move, stomping off like that. Well, stumbling off. If he'd been a little more awake—or a little less petulant—maybe he'd have noticed that the ground ended some time before he'd ambled over the cliff.


  He shouldn't have been this upset. Walking to the campground was a perfectly logical idea. Did he really think that after last night's drunken mistake, Jude was going to start lusting after him?


  Or that the single most incredible experience of his life was going to magically change the rest of the world, so he could come out without destroying himself?


  A series of rustling crunches and sliding steps announced Jude making his way carefully down the embankment. It was utterly humiliating, having to be rescued like this. And he'd just made the awkward situation he pulled them into last night a hell of a lot worse, because now they really would be stuck here until someone happened to drive up this way. He couldn't walk anywhere.


  He almost wished he'd snapped his neck instead of his ankle. Death would've been easier to deal with.


  "Oh, man. You're really jammed in there, aren't you?"


  Without thinking, Ethan twisted automatically toward the sound of Jude's voice beside him, and had to suppress a shout as pain surged through his leg. He grunted instead. "Something like that."


  Jude fell silent for a moment. "Think I'd better go up and pull you onto the ledge," he said. "If I break you loose first, you'll fall."


  "Yeah." Ethan closed his eyes.


  He waited, listening to the sound of Jude's footsteps, and then the crunch and crackle of dry wood above him. The noises stopped. "How far can you reach?"


  Ethan strained to lift his head and made out Jude's arm extended toward him. After a few awkward lunges, he managed to grab the hand, and Jude hauled him up slowly. Once he was more or less upright, a wave of inertia grayed his senses, dulling sight and sound. He fought to stay conscious as Jude broke the branches that pinned him in place and helped him crawl away from the deadfall.


  When his head cleared, he found himself sitting at the back of the ledge with Jude crouched beside him. He could barely look at the man. "Thanks. And...sorry," he murmured. "That was really stupid of me."


  "Don't worry about it." Jude nodded toward his foot. "How bad?"


  He didn't even want to find out, but there wasn't much choice. Jaw set, he bent his knee and dragged his throbbing left ankle toward him, then gingerly tugged his jeans up and pushed his sock down. The skin was swollen taut, already starting to bruise. Not the best sign.


  Jude gave a low whistle. "Think it's broken?"


  "No idea." He tensed, bent his good leg and started to stand. And then wanted to die all over again when Jude helped him up.


  Once he was supporting himself on one leg, and Jude moved away, he settled his foot on the ground and eased a little weight onto it. His ankle ramped up from a throb to a steady howl, but it didn't buckle with the pressure. "Seems like it's just sprained," he said.


  "I don't know if that's good news or not." Jude let out a quick breath and glanced back. "It's a long way up."


  Ethan followed the glance to the steep incline extending above them. Damn. He'd have a hard time climbing that even without a busted ankle. But he couldn't stay down here forever. "I'll make it," he said. "Let's get out of here."


  It took a good twenty minutes to clamber up the embankment. Ethan grabbed roots and small trees to pull himself along when he could, and crawled when he couldn't. Jude still had to help him a few times. By the time they hauled themselves onto level ground, his ankle was screaming. He collapsed on his back with a gasp. "Need a breather," he said.


  Jude plopped down next to him. "You okay, bro? You look terrible."


  Despite himself, Ethan laughed. "And I bet you'd look great after you nose-dived off a cliff, right?"


  "I might." Jude grinned. "No more firewater for you, white man."


  "Yeah, right." Ethan closed his eyes. Especially after last night. So far, Jude hadn't brought it up. He probably should've been grateful for that. Whatever happened up here, he couldn't carry it back to the real world, with his stridently anti-gay family, and his empty life in a town where law enforcement overlooked little things like a group of teens beating an old man to death—provided, of course, that the old man was a fag, and therefore not a real person.


  He couldn't let things go any further with Jude. But knowing it wasn't an option didn't stop him from wanting it—here, now, bad enough to hurt.


  ****


  Night came fast on the mountain. Blue skies one minute, a star-spangled curtain of twilight the next. Jude added a few more branches to the armful he was carrying and headed back to their makeshift campsite before the light left for good. He'd brought along a few bundles of fire logs, because the campground supply store charged five times more than they should, but no kindling.


  He'd pitched the tent in the woods, not far from the road. They'd have a clear view of anyone coming or going, especially at night. And it wasn't like any vehicle could make it around that tree, so if someone did come along, they'd have to stop.


  Ethan had insisted on helping, despite his ankle. So Jude had put him in charge of meals, and damned if the man didn't have hidden culinary talents. Everything he'd made with the limited fare they'd brought had been incredible. It left Jude wondering why he'd never known that Ethan could cook...and what else he didn't know about his best friend.


  When he got back to the tent, Ethan had spread one of the sleeping bags out next to the impromptu fire pit, and was holding a can of beer against his ankle. Jude dropped the branches next to the pit and went over to him. "It's getting worse, isn't it?"


  "No. And I'd like to keep it that way." Ethan flashed a quick smile. "I see the gathering expedition went well."


  "Not that hard finding wood in a forest." He decided not to mention that it'd be a lot harder finding water and food. If no one came along in the next two or three days, which was a distinct possibility, he'd have to leave Ethan here and walk to the campground himself, or they'd run out of water and maybe die of dehydration.


  He wouldn't bring that up yet, either.


  Turning his attention to the fire, he got a good blaze going, and then grabbed two beers from the cooler and sat next to Ethan. "Thought you might want to drink a cold one," he said, handing one over. "While we've still got some ice."


  "Thanks, man."


  Jude nodded and cracked his open. He'd finally started to relax after spending all day waiting for last night to bite him in the ass. But not a word had been mentioned, so maybe he was in the clear.


  Ethan knocked back a swallow and stared into the fire. After a minute, he said, "I think we need to talk."


  Jude slumped in place. Here comes the bite. "About what?" he muttered at the ground.


  "Why do you have a gun? And no bullshit about 'bears and stuff' this time."


  Relief pulled a burst of laughter from him. "Well, there could be bears," he said, and then let out a sigh. "But you're right. That's not why I have it." He polished off some of the beer, leaned forward and grabbed a long branch to poke at the flames. "It's because of Mike."


  "The douchebag?"


  "Yeah. Him." This time, his laugh was bitter. "Douchebag isn't the half of it. You know why I broke it off with him?"


  "Because he treated you like shit." A fierce look washed over Ethan's face, and Jude wanted to hug him for it. "I don't know why you stayed with him for so long. He's a card-carrying asshole."


  Jude shrugged. "He has problems. Maybe I thought I could fix them."


  "Yeah. Problems like calling you a fucking faggot at the top of his lungs, in the middle of a crowded bowling alley."


  "I know he's a dick, okay?" Jude caught himself snapping and backed down. "Sorry, bro. Just...let me finish the story. Then you can tell me what a moron I am."


  Ethan's features softened. "You're not stupid," he said. "And I'm sorry. It's Mike that pisses me off, not you."


  "Thanks." Jude drew in a breath and exhaled slowly. "So, there was the fact that he ignored me at best when we were around other people. I'm done with that for good. If I ever date again, it's going to be someone who's out and proud." He stirred the fire idly, though it didn't need the prodding. "Even around his people, who I've met exactly twice in three years. He's got this huge redneck family—no offense."


  Ethan made a noise that might've been a cough. "None taken. My family's worse. They're fundamentalists."


  "And you have my pity for that." Jude managed a smile. "Anyway, his family didn't seem impressed with me. Maybe because he told them I was a professional drunk, and his boss made him socialize with me because I was working on a project for them, and they wanted to keep me happy." He scowled into the flames. "He doesn't know I heard him saying that shit."


  "Damn," Ethan said. "And I didn't think he could get any lower."


  "Unfortunately, that's not the worst of it." He paused for another drink. This was the unbelievable part, the one he'd kicked himself over and over again for not noticing. But his ex had hidden it well. "Mike has a lot of secrets," he said. "One of them is a nasty little coke habit."


  Ethan, who'd been drinking his beer, started coughing and spluttering. "Cocaine?" he said when he'd caught his breath.


  "Yeah. The white stuff." Jude drew his knees to his chest. "I'd left my phone charger at his place, so I went over to get it. Which, of course, I wasn't supposed to do. He didn't like me coming over there, especially unannounced—it was almost always my place, or a cheap hotel." His hands clenched into fists. "The son of a bitch had powdered nostrils when he answered the door. He was pissed. I pushed past him and went into the bathroom, since I'd plugged my phone in there. And his junk was still laid out on the counter. White mound, razor blade, tube, the works."


  "Jesus." Ethan stared at him. "What'd you do?"


  "I told him we were through. He said we weren't, and if I tried to cut him off, he'd kill me. I said I never wanted to see him again—and he came after me. I only got out because he was too high to catch me." He made a gesture toward the tent, where he'd stowed the backpack with the gun right near the entrance. "I got that after I kept seeing him hanging around. Sometimes alone, sometimes with a couple of his big muscle-headed cousins. I don't know what he's planning, but I'm not taking any chances."


  Neither of them spoke for a few minutes. Eventually, Ethan said, "Maybe you should call the cops."


  He snorted. "And tell them what? That my ex-boyfriend keeps looking at me funny?"


  "Tell them about the coke."


  Jude shook his head. "His family would jump me if I brought the cops into it. And besides, they'd never catch him. I'm just going to have to deal with the bastard myself."


  "What if he shows up here?"


  "He won't." Jude paused. "I think."


  Ethan frowned at him. "You think?"


  "I told my team that I was going on vacation, but I didn't elaborate. The only one who knows where we're going—well, were going, is Nikki. She's the admin, so she has to be able to get in touch if there's an emergency." He gave a weak laugh. "If I'm not back in a week, she'll probably send the Army or something to find me."


  "Well, that's comforting. I guess."


  "Yeah." Jude forced his body to relax and drained the rest of his beer. "I'm getting a refill. You want one?"


  "Sure," Ethan said faintly, staring off into the distance.


  Jude stood and headed back for the cooler, trying to slough off the memories as he walked. He'd come out here to put Mike behind him, damn it—and stranded with a busted truck or not, that was exactly what he intended to do.


  CHAPTER 4


  If I ever date again, it's going to be someone who's out and proud.


  The words raced through Ethan's head, mocking him. Not that he'd thought he ever had a chance to be with Jude. Or any man, for that matter. But the idea of just giving up for good, after he'd finally gotten a small taste of what it could be like, was a crushing weight on his chest.


  And now he had something else to worry about, too. He had no idea what to do about Mike, but he definitely wasn't going to let Jude handle this alone. If he wasn't such a damned coward, he'd go after the scumbag himself.


  Of course, being a coward was also keeping him from telling Jude the truth.


  Maybe he could ease into it. Kind of talk around last night, drop a few hints. He knew Jude felt guilty about what happened, and if nothing else, he might be able to take away some of that guilt.


  Jude came back with fresh beers and settled next to him. Ethan popped his open right away. He'd never believed in liquid courage, but at the moment, every little bit helped. How could he put this? I really liked it when you sucked my cock...no, too forward. He discarded the idea of euphemisms, dumb jokes, and anything that included if you were a woman. Dishing about exes was out—they'd both done enough of that. So what should he say?


  "Jude?"


  "Hmm."


  "I'm gay."


  Fuck. That was definitely not his first choice of wording.


  Jude's jaw clenched visibly, but he didn't say anything. Just as Ethan decided that since he'd blurted it out, he might as well keep going with an explanation of some sort, Jude said, "That's not funny, man."


  His stomach clenched. Terrific—he didn't believe him. For a split second he considered apologizing for a lame attempt at humor and moving on, but the opportunity to confess would never come again. Last night would remain an awkward wedge and eventually drive them apart. He couldn't let that happen.


  "It's the truth." He set the beer down, attempting not to betray his trembling hands. "That's why things didn't work out with Emily. She doesn't know—no one does—but she could tell something was off."


  "You don't have to do this." Jude was practically growling. "I'm sorry about last night, but stop trying to make me feel better. You're making it worse."


  "Jude...I wanted it."


  "Bullshit!" Jude drew back and launched his half-empty beer can hard into the air. It sailed across the fire, thunking down with a faint splash somewhere in the darkness beyond. "Don't do this to me, Ethan. I made a mistake. I'm a big boy, and I can handle it. What I can't handle is you lying to me."


  It would have been over right then, except for the tiny spark of anger inside Ethan that flared at the accusation. It wasn't fair. He'd finally scraped together the nerve to come out, to the one person that mattered to him, only to be called a liar. Well, damn it, if he couldn't convince Jude with a spoken confession, he'd prove it.


  He leaned over, grabbed the man by the shoulders—and kissed him.


  The effect on him was instantaneous. His body responded like a dying plant finally granted water, with fresh new life flooding his veins and spilling into his heart. At last, he drew back with reluctance.


  A stunned expression had replaced Jude's fury. "You really mean it," he said in hoarse tones. "How long..."


  "I figured it out when I was in high school, but I never told anyone. I would've gotten my ass kicked every day. If my mother didn't kill me before the town bullies could." He could hardly believe what he was saying, but it felt good to let this out. "And I've wanted to kiss you since freshman year."


  "Me?" Jude sagged back. "Ethan, I...this is crazy."


  "Yeah." He turned away, calling himself a hundred kinds of idiot. So much for good feelings. What did he think was going to happen? Even if Jude was interested, it wasn't like he'd say oh good, you're gay, let's have sex. He really was only making things worse.


  Well, he could at least follow through on his original intentions. Then he'd go back to bottling everything up, though it'd be a hell of a lot harder to keep the lid on this time.


  He took in a deep breath. "Look, man. Last night—"


  "Don't." Jude punched the word at him. "Just forget about last night."


  "I want you to know that it wasn't your mistake. I talked you into it."


  "It never happened!" Jude sprang to his feet, eyes blazing in the firelight. He paced a few steps away. "Crazy," he muttered. "I can't do this."


  He turned and walked off into the darkness, toward his truck.


  Ethan stared after him until he couldn't make out his shape, and a hollow premonition settled in his gut. Jude wouldn't come back tonight. He'd sleep in his truck, and tomorrow there would be awkward silence, followed by eventual small talk. Things would cool down to almost normal. But they'd never discuss this again.


  He should've just kept his mouth shut. From now on, he would.


  ****


  The little LED on his keyring gave Jude enough light to find the truck. He climbed in, slammed the door, and sat there drumming his fingers on the steering wheel.


  Ethan was gay. And wanted him.


  Worse—he wanted Ethan right back.


  One kiss had unlocked a flood of emotions he'd never even realized he was capable of feeling. He'd had partners before, and a few times he'd thought he was in love. Even with Mike, back in the beginning. And every one of those glimmers paled in comparison to this.


  But this was Ethan. His best friend. The guy who'd been there for him time and again, who made him laugh, who'd always believed in him when no one else did. Ethan, who'd refused to take a discount when he hired Jude's company to design a program for his interior design work. Who'd bought him a bottle of ridiculously expensive champagne to celebrate the first year his software business had been profitable, when he would've been happy with a few beers.


  Now, all those little things added up to a whole new big picture.


  Crazy. No question about it. If he had any sense at all, he'd stay right here and try to sleep, then go back in the morning and act like nothing happened until Ethan went along with him. But something about that scenario nagged at him, and it took a few minutes of calming down before he could put a finger on it.


  He was the first person Ethan had come out to, ever. And instead of being supportive, he'd taken off like a jackass.


  The thought had him scrambling from the truck in an instant. He had some serious apologizing to do, because he knew damned well how crippling a rejection like that could be. He'd been on the verge of suicide by the time he'd been kicked off the reservation, after he came out to a so-called friend who decided to spread the word that he was a sexual freak who got off on little boys. At the time, he'd known nothing about the gay lifestyle, because it didn't exist on the rez. He only knew that he was attracted to men. So for a while, he'd actually believed he was some kind of monster.


  He couldn't let that happen to Ethan.


  The glow of the campfire was visible from the road. He followed it back, hands shoved in his pockets, trying to figure out what he could say. He'd fucked up. Again. He was really good at fucking things up, and not so great at fixing them.


  Ethan sat with his back to him, one knee bent and his sprained ankle out straight. No way he hadn't heard Jude coming, but he didn't acknowledge him. Jude couldn't blame him for that.


  "I could've been a bear, you know."


  Nothing. He might as well have been talking to a tree.


  He sighed. "I'm an asshole."


  "No, you're not." Ethan shifted a little, so his face was in profile. "You were right. I should have left it alone."


  The strained resignation in his voice went straight to Jude's heart. He walked around, crouched in front of him and settled a hand against Ethan's cheek, turning his face gently toward him. "I was wrong," he said. "You told me something huge, and I walked away. That was a shit thing to do."


  "Well, forget I said it." Ethan shied from his touch and glared at the ground. "I didn't mean it. I was just trying to make you feel better."


  "So that's it? You're going to stay in your closet and like it."


  "I don't have a choice. Christ, Jude, I've told you about my mother."


  "People can surprise you sometimes." He wasn't sure why he was trying to get through like this. Ethan had been in denial for years, so maybe it would still work for him. But in his personal experience, the hell he'd gone through in separating from his family had been worth his freedom. "It's a lot more acceptable these days," he said. "Maybe she'd be all right with it."


  "Oh, yeah?" Ethan shot him a vicious look. "You like watching the news, or at least the weather part. Do you remember a few years back, there was this huge story about a country church with a nasty little message on the outdoor sign? It was right around Gay Pride Week."


  A sour taste coated Jude's throat. "Think I might've heard something..."


  "Gay is not okay," Ethan spat. "Big black letters, both sides of the sign. My mother got her fifteen minutes and then some. She pulled out all the stops for the TV cameras—homosexuality is a disease, gay people are corrupting our children. And most of all, God will strike them dead, and we should help him along with that."


  "You don't believe that," Jude said. "Do you?"


  "No. But every other idiotic fuck in my town does. Including the sheriff's department."


  A chill skated down his spine. "What happened?"


  For a long moment, Ethan didn't say anything. When he finally spoke, it was with broken hesitation. "His name was Tom Forster. Sweet old guy, 65 or so. He moved to town from California after his partner died. Probably just looking for a quiet place to die himself. He wasn't well." He blinked a few times. "I was still in high school. And the kids, they talked."


  Jude sat on the ground next to him—wanting to take his hand, thinking better of it. "Kids do that," he said. "They can say some pretty awful things."


  "They went way past saying them." Ethan's voice lowered. "I wanted to talk to him. Tom, I mean. By then I knew that I...liked boys. But I didn't really understand what it meant to be gay, and I thought maybe he could help. My mother would've killed me if she caught me associating with him. So I'd taken to hanging around his house some nights, trying to get up the nerve to go and knock when no one was around. One Saturday..."


  When he didn't continue, Jude gripped his hand anyway. He didn't seem to notice.


  "There were twelve of them. Mostly guys from school, but a couple girls, too. A few of them had baseball bats." Ethan stared into the distance, as if he could see them now. Maybe he could. "They piled up on Tom's porch, and they were laughing. When he came out, they never said a word to him. They just started beating him."


  The shudder that went through Ethan passed into Jude. "I take it he left town, then."


  Ethan shook his head, very slowly. "He's still there. In the cemetery. They killed him."


  "What?"


  "He didn't die from the beating. His heart gave out. So the sheriff called it a heart attack and wrote the whole thing off." Ethan glanced down at his hand, but didn't pull it away. "I was there, Jude. I saw it happen, and I didn't stop them."


  "You couldn't have. One of you, twelve of them?"


  "I didn't do anything. Didn't call 911. Didn't even tell anyone what I'd seen. I figured that since I was just like Tom, they'd come after me next." He let out a shaking breath. "I let a man die, and let his killers get away with it, because I'm a coward."


  "Ethan. Look at me."


  He raised his head with obvious reluctance.


  "You were just a kid." Jude squeezed his hand. "And it wasn't your fault."


  "Sure it wasn't."


  Before he knew what he intended to do, Jude slid closer and put his arms around him. "I'm so sorry, Ethan," he said. "Even without knowing all this, it was wrong of me to walk away. Let me make it up to you."


  Ethan's shifted to look at him, lips drawn into a tight line. "Look who's just trying to make me feel better," he said. "Do you think I want that, any more than you did?"


  "If I was trying to make you feel better, I'd have picked you some flowers or something."


  "Well, what exactly are you doing?"


  "Wanting you."


  "I can't," Ethan whispered. "You don't understand. All those kids, they still live in town. If anyone finds out—"


  Jude cut him off with a kiss. "I don't see anyone from your town around here."


  For a moment he was sure he'd blown it. Then Ethan smiled. "Neither do I."


  ****


  Reality tried its hardest to intrude on the moment. Ethan's mind offered up a running commentary of all the things he was doing wrong, and how even if he got away with this now—depraved, disgusting, corrupt, blasphemous—he would pay dearly for it. People would talk. The sheriff would call it an accident when they found him bludgeoned to death. He would be—


  And then Jude's mouth was on his, and he heard nothing but the distant crackling of the campfire, muted through the roar of hunger that swept through his blood.


  He clung to Jude, and parted his lips when the man's tongue sought entrance. This. Yes. If he'd ever doubted his sexuality before, he never would again. Kissing Jude was everything he'd been missing in his life. If they didn't go any further, this would be enough.


  But Jude wanted more, and announced it by rubbing Ethan's cock through his jeans.


  With a groan, he shifted to offer better access. Jude worked his jeans open, slid a hand in, and Ethan gasped at the contact. "Wait," he said.


  Jude froze. "What's wrong?"


  "Um." The back of his neck flushed hot. "We're going to have sex, right?"


  A crooked smile flitted across Jude's face. "I kinda thought that was the idea."


  "Good. Me, too. I just don't know..." Shit, could he sound like a bigger idiot? "How does it work?"


  "You're kidding me."


  "I mean, who's doing who?" he blurted. "I never thought about that."


  Jude laughed. It should have been humiliating, but the sound only made Ethan want him more. There wasn't a trace of mocking in it. "Damn," he said. "This is a first for me. Don't take this the wrong way, Ethan, but you're fucking adorable."


  "Thanks." He gave a tentative smile. "I'm serious, though."


  "I know you are." Jude leaned in and kissed him, a gentle brush of lips that left him shuddering. "It's your first time," he half-whispered. "How do you want it to work?"


  "I think..." Ethan swallowed. "I want to do you. If that's okay."


  "It's perfect. I love catching." Smiling, Jude leaned back and stood.


  "Where are you going?"


  "We're missing something. Don't move." Jude strode over to the tent and ducked inside. After a minute, he returned and knelt next to Ethan, and held up a small white tube. "This is the most important four-letter L word for us," he said.


  "Lube?"


  "Don't leave home without it." Jude handed it to him, and his easy smile faltered. "Your ankle," he said. "Are you going to be okay?"


  He couldn't help grinning. "I'm not planning to use my ankle for this."


  With a low moan, Jude started unbuttoning his jeans.


  Ethan grabbed his hand. "Wait."


  "Now what?"


  "Let me do it."


  "Mmm. Okay."


  Ethan maneuvered his way up to his knees and slipped around behind Jude. Instinct he hadn't known he possessed had started to take hold. He slid his arms around Jude's waist, ran his palms beneath the shirt to feel the warm, firm skin beneath.


  Jude hissed sharply and pressed back against his chest. "Pants," he said. "Take them off."


  "Getting there." Ethan kissed the side of his neck before his hands moved down to open button and zipper. He tugged everything down at once, and Jude's exposed cock sprang to attention. A guttural sound caught in Ethan's throat. "Let me touch you," he said.


  "Yes."


  He wrapped a hand around Jude's cock and pumped gently, the way he would have started himself off. Jude shivered in his arms. Ethan kept going until his own need throbbed in rhythm with every stroke, and he let go reluctantly so he could unbutton his jeans.


  Jude instantly went down on hands and knees, and tossed a smile over his shoulder. "Don't forget the lube."


  "Mmph." After what felt like an eternity of fumbling, Ethan finally managed to get his pants down, and then snatched the little tube. He flipped the top open and squeezed out a palm full of cool, clear gel. Then he caught sight of his target. "My God," he breathed. "Your ass is beautiful."


  "Ethan!" Jude laughed, low and rasping. "Stop talking and fuck me."


  With a little nod, he smeared the lube in place and placed his hands on Jude's hips. He positioned his cock at the entrance, hesitating for just a moment, and then slid slowly inside.


  His shout of pleasure mingled with Jude's. "So fucking good," he ground out. He tried to stay still, to savor the feeling of his cock buried in Jude's ass, but the need that blasted through him forced him to move—long, slow strokes at first, sensation humming and slipping along every inch.


  Then he was pumping, pounding, every breath a gasp fueled by the sounds Jude made, that echoed the cries in his heart.


  He didn't have time to pull out. His climax burst in a hot flood, and he could only bury himself deeper as he clutched Jude tightly to him, and the scream that left him scorched his throat.


  Through it, he heard Jude shout—and felt the rock-hard clench of his ass as he came, too.


  Ethan collapsed with a delicious shudder, rolled onto his back and pulled Jude on top of him. "You're amazing," he murmured, stroking the man's sweat-dampened hair. "Is it always like that?"


  Jude let out a soft laugh. "It can be. With the right man."


  "That's you." He exhaled slowly. "Stay right here. You're so warm..."


  Ethan barely realized he was falling asleep—or that every mocking, fearful voice in his head had fallen silent. A smile still lingered on his lips as he slipped under, his arms locked around Jude.


  CHAPTER 5


  For the second morning in a row, Jude woke all wrapped up in Ethan.


  He'd managed to get them into the tent, with Ethan half-asleep and protesting mildly. Now he was spooned into Ethan's embrace, with the man's arm wrapped around his waist and his fingers loosely entwined with Jude's. And he didn't want to move.


  He still had trouble believing any of this had happened. The idea of Ethan being gay might've crossed his mind in college a few times, but he'd dismissed it as wishful thinking and forgotten it over the years. Ethan had hidden it ruthlessly. Jude couldn't blame him after hearing what he'd been through as a teen, and the depths of his mother's hatred on top of that. His heart broke for the man.


  Last night, though, Ethan had let it all go, if only for a little while. And he was an incredible lover. No one had ever made Jude laugh during sex—or made him come without extra stimulation. His body had responded to Ethan's passion with an intensity that scared the hell out of him.


  It was different with Ethan. He knew him. He loved him...and he'd never understood just how much, until now.


  But there was a huge, glaring problem. The real world was out there waiting, with Ethan's crippling and justifiable fears, and Jude's desperate need for someone he could truly be with, who wouldn't treat him like a dirty secret. The longer he'd been with Mike, the more used and soiled he'd felt. Toward the end, he'd been ashamed to be himself. He just couldn't take any more humiliation.


  Once they left this mountain, there was no chance for him and Ethan.


  He didn't want to think about that right now. But as he lay there trying not to, a distant sound rose from somewhere outside the tent, mocking his efforts—an engine. A loud one. There was a vehicle on the road.


  Jude cursed under his breath and extricated himself from Ethan as gently as possible. At least it was daylight, so they couldn't miss the tree in the road. He'd make arrangements with whoever was outside before he broke the news.


  He half hoped the new arrival would refuse to give them a lift, and just head back down to call a tow truck. At least he'd have a little more time with Ethan that way.


  When he emerged from the tent, he realized why the engine had been so loud. There was more than one. Three pickup trucks had converged in a loose knot on the road, and from the sounds, there were more on the way up. A few guys had gotten out and were poking around Jude's truck, probably checking to see if anyone had been hurt.


  Disappointment sank into him. A convoy had plenty of room for two more.


  "Hey," Jude called as he approached, waving to make sure they saw him. "That's my truck," he said. "No one's in there, so it's okay..."


  He trailed off as the truck's occupants circled around and converged on him, and ice formed in the pit of his stomach. These guys seemed familiar. In fact, they looked a hell of a lot like Mike's cousins.


  "Your truck, huh?" One of them, wearing a gray Budweiser t-shirt and a battered blue ball cap, stepped up with a slick grin. "Well, then. You must be the guy we're lookin' for."


  Before Jude could react, his arms were seized from behind. He immediately tried to wrench away. It didn't work—there were two of them holding him. Big ones. "What the hell's going on?" he said to the guy in the blue cap.


  Another engine swelled and stopped, leaving an eerie silence behind. A dozen or so men, five pickups, and Jude recognized the last one to arrive. "Son of a bitch," he said as Mike climbed out and strode toward the group, blanketed in manic fury.


  "Hi, Jude." Mike stopped in front of him and flashed a wicked smile. "Why didn't you tell me you were taking this little trip? I had to get it out of your secretary, or whatever she is. She didn't want to tell me where you were going, but I convinced her."


  Nikki. Jude bared his teeth. "If you hurt her, Mike, I'm going to—"


  "You're not gonna do shit. Besides, she's fine." Mike grinned. "Can't say the same for you, though." With that, he drew back and drove a fist into Jude's jaw.


  Pain exploded in his head, and he tasted blood. When the stars cleared from his vision, he tried again to break loose from the brutes, but they held fast.


  Mike grabbed his chin and forced his head up. "I've wanted to do that for a long time now," he said. "Was it good for you?"


  Jude glared at him. "You done?"


  "Not even close."


  The others had gathered around Mike. Most of them were grinning. A few had baseball bats. It was downright uncanny, the resemblance to the story Ethan had told him about the old man in his town.


  He had a sinking feeling that his story was going to end the same way.


  ****


  Ethan had woken when Jude left the tent, but he didn't start moving right away. Everything he'd managed to forget last night had come rushing back this morning, worse than ever. He had no idea how he'd be able to face the rest of his life knowing he had to give up Jude.


  From now on, he'd only be able to content himself with the memory of one perfect night.


  He heard engines, doors slamming, and muted voices outside. The thought of being rescued failed to make him feel any better. It only meant that he'd have to go back to miserable reality. Still, he couldn't leave Jude to handle things with whoever was out there alone—even if leaving this place was the last thing he wanted.


  It took a few minutes to find his shoes and shove them on, especially with one foot swollen. At least it wasn't as bad this morning. He could probably get away with wrapping it for a few weeks, and he'd be fine. He made his way out of the tent and toward the road, which was clogged with pickup trucks.


  Hmm. Maybe Nikki had sent the Army out looking for Jude a little early.


  As he got closer, though, he knew something was wrong. He heard men's voices, harsh laughter. Thuds and scuffles. Then he saw them—a dozen or so, standing in a rough circle. Big guys. With baseball bats.


  And in the middle of the ring, Jude on the ground.


  Fear paralyzed him. One of you, twelve of them. It was happening all over again, right down to the bats. Just like Tom. But this was Jude, damn it—his best friend, the man he loved. He couldn't let the fear hold him back this time.


  And then he saw a familiar, sneering face. Mike. Who, with a chorus of encouragement from his buddies, strode over to Jude's crumpled form and kicked him.


  Fury broke the stranglehold of terror. Ethan pivoted and limped back to the tent as fast as he could manage. If he tried to confront them like this, he'd only get himself dragged into the beating, and maybe both of them killed. But he had something better than bats.


  He grabbed Jude's gun from the backpack and marched back toward the road, barely feeling the protests of his ankle.


  They were still going. No one had even noticed his approach. Jaw set in a snarl, Ethan checked the safety switch, flicked it off, and fired the gun into the air.


  The report echoed through the sudden silence that followed. Heads turned toward him. He pointed the gun at Mike and rested his finger on the trigger. "Get away from him."


  "Who the fuck..." Mike's eyes narrowed. "I know you. Ethan. The drinking buddy."


  "Back off." Ethan took a step forward, and the group shuffled back a little. He risked a glance at Jude, who'd started to stir. Relief almost made him fumble the gun. "I'll shoot every last one of you. Drop the bats and get away."


  Aluminum clunked on pavement almost immediately. Most of the men had raised their hands. One of them, a guy in a blue cap, had moved sideways and clear of the group. "Hey, man," he said. "Take it easy. We weren't gonna kill him or anything." The man shot a look at Mike. "Your friend here, he owes our cousin a lot of money."


  "Money!" The rasping shout came from Jude, who'd managed to sit up. "Is that what this bastard told you?"


  "Your cousin is lying." Ethan spoke to the blue-cap guy, but he kept his gaze—and the gun—on Mike. "My friend doesn't owe him shit."


  "Mike's bank account says he does. There's thousands missing."


  Jude let out a harsh, wheezing laugh. "If you want to know where his money went, look up his nose."


  "Shut the fuck up!" Mike's features flushed crimson, and he lunged in Jude's direction.


  Ethan fired. The bullet went into the road, a few feet in front of Mike. "Next one takes your balls off, you slimy son of a bitch."


  Mike froze and glared at him. "Don't listen to this sack of shit, Charlie."


  The man in the blue cap, apparently Charlie, subjected Mike to a long stare, and then looked over at Jude. "What about his nose?"


  "He's a coke-head." Jude winced and struggled to one knee. "I caught him doing it."


  Charlie's eyebrows went up. "Mike, man, I swear to God. If you're lying about the money..."


  "I'm not! I told you, he ripped me off when I paid for the business shit."


  "Jude doesn't work for him, or his company," Ethan said. "He lied to you about that, too."


  Mike pointed a finger at Ethan. "You're next, you little prick."


  "Hold on." Charlie cast a speculative look at Jude. "If you didn't do any work for him, why's he got a problem with you?"


  Jude sneered. "Because I stopped letting him fuck me."


  "Fucking faggot!" Mike roared. He lunged again, and Ethan prepared himself to fire.


  But this time, Charlie stopped him.


  The big man reached out, grabbed Mike by the collar and hauled him back. "You got a problem with gays, little cuz?" he said, his voice dripping with ice. "Because my old man's gay. And I got no problem with that."


  "Yeah. Big C's cool as hell," another one of the men said. Some of the others murmured agreement, and several pairs of eyes shot daggers at Mike.


  Mike's mouth opened and closed like a landed fish.


  "Okay." Charlie heaved a breath, but didn't relax his hold on Mike. He looked at Ethan, and said, "You two together, then?"


  Ethan trembled all over. "Yes," he whispered as tears stung his eyes. "Yes, we are."


  The stunned look on Jude's face morphed into a grateful smile.


  "Congrats," Charlie said. "Dave, get the keys outta this asshole's truck."


  One of the men nodded and walked toward a gleaming blue pickup, the furthest away from the group. As he opened the driver's side door, Mike broke loose from his shock, snarling and squirming in Charlie's grip. "The fuck are you doin'? Don't mess with my truck."


  "It ain't your truck right now, little cuz," Charlie said. "You owe us."


  "You can't do this—"


  "Shut your fuckin' trap, Mike," one of the other men called out. "Or I'll take that bat to your goddamned skull."


  Charlie gestured, and two more approached him to take hold of Mike. "Get this asswipe outta here. Put him in my truck." As they frog-marched the man away, Charlie turned back to Ethan. "Think you could put that gun down now?" he said. "We're not gonna hurt you, or your man there."


  "Oh. Yeah." Ethan lowered his arm and headed for Jude, half-dazed and breathing hard. By the time he reached him, Jude had managed to stand. He was smiling through the blood and bruises. "You okay?" Ethan said hoarsely.


  "No." Jude smirked, and then pulled him into an embrace.


  Somehow Ethan managed not to tense. For just a moment, he let himself forget they had an audience, and hugged Jude back.


  "Listen, we're real sorry about this, man." Charlie's voice came from behind Ethan and sent his heart jack-rabbiting in his throat. "Don't worry about Mike, okay? He won't bother you again. He's got some serious explaining to do, and then we're gonna take care of him."


  Ethan pulled back from Jude with a stab of guilt. "You're sure he'll leave Jude alone?"


  "Absolutely." Charlie held out a set of keys. "Your ride's dead. Take Mike's truck and we'll come around your place in a day or so to fetch it. Mike can tell us where it is, if he wants his shit back."


  Nodding, Ethan accepted the keys. "Thanks."


  Charlie shifted his focus to Jude. "You gonna be all right? We can call an ambulance once we get back in range."


  "I'll be fine," Jude said. "And no hard feelings. I know exactly whose fault this is."


  "Great." Charlie grinned. "We're gonna head out. Take care, now."


  Ethan and Jude shuffled off to the side of the road while the men piled back into the trucks and roared away. When it was silent again, Jude grabbed his hand. "You saved my life," he said. "God, Ethan. Where'd you learn to shoot like that?"


  "Hey, I'm a country boy. We all know how to shoot." He managed a small smile. "Well, it's over," he said.


  "I gotta say, tolerant is not a word I would've used to describe Mike's cousins. I told you people can surprise you."


  "Yeah," Ethan said. He decided not to bring up the fact that he knew a whole town full of people who never surprised anyone, least of all him. "We should get you cleaned up. I think it's going to be a long day."


  Jude nodded, and then leaned down and kissed him. "Thank you," he whispered.


  It was all Ethan could do to hold himself together, when he wanted to break down and cry at the prospect of a life that didn't include kissing Jude. But he took comfort in that at least Jude was still alive for him to miss.


  ****


  Jude had planned to stop for the night in the little town near the bottom of the mountain, but the place didn't have a hotel. He decided to keep going. Ethan had brought them down as far as he could, to let Jude rest, and he'd gotten enough sleep that he could make the two hours into the city. They could crash at his place—Ethan's car was there, so he'd be able to head home in the morning. Or whenever.


  It was strange driving Mike's truck after this morning. Though he definitely ached all over, Jude was more exhausted than injured. They hadn't really started on him before Ethan showed up—they'd still been working themselves up for an actual beating. Mike had been the only one not holding back. At least nothing was broken.


  Except maybe Ethan.


  Jude figured he must be in shock. He'd spoken maybe a dozen words all day, and had barely looked at him. It'd probably taken a lot out of him to face down the same situation he'd burdened himself with years of guilt over. But he'd done it, and Jude was grateful beyond words.


  He wanted to help, to bring a smile back to Ethan's face. He just didn't know how.


  Ethan, who'd fallen asleep soon after Jude took over driving, woke as they exited the highway. "We'll be at my place in about ten minutes," Jude told him. "Then we can finally get some real rest."


  "Sure." Ethan straightened in the seat, and turned away to stare out the side window.


  Jude frowned. "Did you want to talk about anything?"


  "No."


  He almost pushed the issue, but thought maybe they should both sleep first. "Okay," he said. "We can talk in the morning."


  Ethan didn't so much as nod in response.


  A strained silence hung over them until Jude pulled into his driveway and parked next to Ethan's car. He cut the engine and waited, hoping Ethan would say something. When he didn't, Jude said, "I don't know about you, but I need a shower. You want to go first?"


  Ethan closed his eyes. "Jude...I'm going home."


  "Now? It's midnight, man. You've got a forty-five minute drive."


  "I know."


  "Come on. Don't be stubborn." He forced himself to stay calm. This was about more than shock. "You can crash on the couch. Leave first thing in the morning, if you want."


  "I can't. I have to go." Without looking at him, Ethan reached out and opened the passenger door.


  Jude grabbed his wrist. "Ethan. Don't do this."


  For a moment Ethan sat there, rigid and unblinking. A muscle twitched along his jaw. Then he pulled his hand away and turned blank features to Jude. "I have to."


  "That's it, then?" Fury surged through him, and he let it drive away the pain. He'd known he would lose Ethan. But he hadn't wanted it to end like this. "So long, thanks for the fuck. Right?"


  Ethan flinched like he'd been slapped. "I guess so," he said, almost too soft to hear. He stayed in place for another instant, looking on the verge of saying something else. Instead, he slid silently out of the truck and closed the door—with a gentle click that felt more final than the hardest slam.


  If Ethan had gutted him with a dull knife, it wouldn't have hurt as much as that small sound of surrender.


  CHAPTER 6


  Two miserable weeks. To Ethan, they'd felt like years. Jude hadn't contacted him at all since the aborted trip, not even a text or an email. And as usual, he'd been too afraid to do anything himself.


  For the first few days, he'd hoped they would still be friends. But as time passed and hope faded, he decided that maybe it was better they weren't. It was painful enough living with the knowledge of what he couldn't have. Being around Jude would only hurt more.


  That had been why he left Jude's place the night they got back. One more night with him would've been devastating. Instead of driving home, he'd have probably driven himself full-speed into the nearest concrete wall.


  "Well, son? What's the final damage?"


  Ethan shook himself and tried to focus on the present. He was in the middle of a consultation with Mr. Anderson, one of the handful of local clients he worked with. The Anderson home, in which he was currently seated with his laptop at the dining room table, was one of several mini-mansions on Church Street at the heart of town. Apparently, Mrs. Anderson had been happy with Ethan's work in their living room, and now wanted the kitchen redesigned.


  He forced a smile. "Give me just a minute here," he said, and plugged the rest of the figures into the program—the one Jude and his team had developed for him. He hadn't let Jude give him a discount, and the custom virtual design software had been worth every penny. Now that he could work with anyone, anywhere, he didn't have to rely strictly on the local yokels to keep him in business.


  "There we go." Ethan leaned back to let Mr. Anderson see the itemized invoice, which came to just under five thousand dollars. Mrs. Anderson wanted a lot of kitchen.


  Mr. Anderson whistled. "That's a pretty penny."


  "Most of it's for the new appliances." Ethan wanted to shove the stupid, trite saying down the man's throat. "We can always get refurbished, if you want to lower the price."


  "It's fine, son. The missus says you're the best, and that's what we want. The best." Mr. Anderson dropped a wink. "I'm just glad she didn't sign on one of those candy-asses from the city, know what I mean?"


  "Excuse me?"


  Mr. Anderson must have missed the frost in his voice. "You know. Those homos that get into this design stuff," he said. "Swishing around, talking about fabric weaves and earth tones and whatnot, calling everything fabulous. It's disgusting. Can't abide by 'em. Might as well hire a woman, am I right?"


  Throughout the casually hateful speech, Ethan's fury mounted. At the last word, he stood slowly and closed his laptop without bothering to shut it down. "No," he said. "You're not right."


  The look on the man's face might have been comical, if Ethan didn't feel like putting his fist through it.


  "Design your own goddamn kitchen, you small-minded son of a bitch." He grabbed the computer, turned, and walked out.


  Practically on autopilot, Ethan got into his car and drove across town, to the little one-bedroom bungalow he'd rented after the divorce. He managed to pull into the driveway before the shakes started. Sweat coated his palms, and his heart pounded like thunder.


  But it wasn't fear this time. He felt...free.


  "What the hell am I doing?" he said, and then grimaced. "I'm sitting in my car, talking to myself. That's what I'm doing." But he wouldn't be for long. He was going to go inside, grab a suitcase, toss in some clothes and essentials—and leave this fucking town for good.


  There was nothing to keep him here. He had no interest in maintaining a relationship with his family, and his job was portable. He'd been afraid for so long that he'd never even conceived of this possibility, but now it was the only option he could imagine. "I can live in the city," he said. "Why not? That's where us candy-ass homos belong, anyway."


  He only hoped it wasn't too late to make things right with Jude. Because that was where he truly belonged.


  ****


  Jude slunk back into the office after a late solo lunch and tried to avoid Nikki, which was more or less impossible, since her desk was right out in front. She'd been trying to cheer him up since the disaster—actually, his whole team had been trying—and he was sick of it. He didn't want to be cheered up.


  He wanted the only thing in the world he couldn't have.


  "Hey, boss," Nikki called before he'd gotten halfway across the small lobby. "Want your messages?"


  "No." He continued on course to his office, where he could close the door between him and everything else. The way Ethan had closed the door on him.


  "Want a donut?" Nikki said.


  "No."


  "How about a new admin?"


  He stopped with his hand on the doorknob, and his shoulders slumped. "Leave, if you want to," he said. "I wouldn't want to work for me, either."


  Slight pressure on his arm made him look up to find Nikki beside him, with concern knitting her features. "I don't want to leave," she said. "None of us do. All we want is for you to stop kicking yourself over whatever it is you think you did wrong."


  "It's not opinion. It's fact," he said. "And I'll be fine. Is anything wrong with the business?"


  "Well, no. But—"


  "Then leave my personal life alone."


  "Jude." Nikki planted her hands on her hips. "Do you even know what projects we're working on right now?"


  "Of course I do." Even as he said it, though, he realized he had no idea. He'd been sleeping too much. Drinking too much. He'd stopped caring about everything, including whether or not he ever started caring again. "Fine. I don't know. Are you happy?" he said. "Just send me an email. I'll figure it out."


  Nikki sighed. "Maybe you should take the rest of your vacation. You still had three days left."


  "A vacation is the last thing I need." He wrenched his office door open and stomped inside, then slammed it shut. When he was sure Nikki had gone back to her post, he collapsed behind his desk and dropped his head on folded arms, trying to will back the storm.


  It was no use. He couldn't live without Ethan—and he couldn't live with him, either. The secret boyfriend bullshit was just too much to deal with.


  Or was it?


  He had something with Ethan that he'd never find with anyone else. Was he really going to let his pride come before that? Love meant sacrifice—on both sides, not just one. He'd been expecting Ethan to make all the sacrifices, and not willing to give anything in return.


  If he could only have Ethan in sleazy no-name theaters and by-the-hour hotels, he'd take it. Screw his pride.


  That was, if Ethan would forgive him. Again.


  He'd call him right now, before his nerve failed him. He slid a hand in his pocket, but his phone wasn't there. "The hell?" he muttered, standing to thrust the hand deeper. Like that would make his phone appear.


  It wasn't in any of his pockets, or in the jacket slung on the back of his chair. He pulled open desk drawers, shoving everything aside, barely noticing when papers and pens flew out and scattered on the floor. No phone. Why wasn't it here?


  He finally remembered that the battery had died two days ago and he hadn't bothered to charge it. He'd just left it at home. Damn. They didn't have landlines in the office—it was an extra expense they'd never needed. Now he'd have to ask someone to borrow a phone, and Ethan might not pick up if he didn't recognize the number.


  A knock at the door startled him. "What?" he snapped.


  The door opened, and Nikki poked her head in. She flashed a bemused smile at the mess. "Must've been a really localized hurricane," she said.


  "Did you want something?"


  "You have a visitor."


  "Terrific. Whoever it is, stall them. And let me borrow your phone."


  Nikki shook her head. "I really think you should talk to your visitor first," she said. "He brought flowers."


  Jude's heart stopped. "Flowers?"


  "Yes. He says they're to cheer you up."


  Jude was already headed for the door. He brushed past Nikki, and found a crowd in the lobby. His whole team had gathered around the man he knew in an instant, even with his back turned.


  Behind Jude, Nikki cleared her throat loudly.


  Ethan whirled and beamed a smile at him. "I picked you some flowers or something," he said, holding up a handful of wilting daffodils. "Well, actually, I didn't pick them. I bought them from a flower shop. Hope you don't mind."


  "Ethan." Jude couldn't hide the tremble in his voice. "I was just about to call you."


  Ethan raised an eyebrow. "You were?" He walked toward him, depositing the flowers on Nikki's desk as he passed, and stopped in front of him. "Well, that just makes it a lot easier for me to do this."


  "What are you doing?"


  "Wanting you."


  Before Jude could blink, Ethan threw his arms around him and kissed him.


  Jude barely heard the applause that erupted from his team. His entire world was Ethan, kissing him with a passion that seared his blood and left him breathless.


  "Ethan," Jude murmured when he drew back for air. "I can be your secret. That's what I was going to tell you. I don't care if you can't let anyone know. I need you."


  Ethan smiled. "You're not going to be my secret," he said. "I left town, Jude. I'm not going back. I'm moving to the city." His fingers trailed down Jude's spine, a casually intimate gesture that made him shudder. "I want everyone to know that I'm proud to love you."


  "You're staying with me." Jude kissed him, hard and fast, and then sent a mock glare at his team—who were all still standing around with big, goofy smiles. "What are you people staring at? You've got work to do. I'm on vacation for three more days."


  "Vacation, huh?" Ethan said. "Well, camping's definitely out for me. What are we going to do for three days?"


  Jude grinned. "I'm sure we can think of something."


  They linked hands, and walked out into the world together.


  THE END
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  Two men are sharing a moment of domesticity, standing side by side, brushing their teeth together.


  [image: ]


  Dear Author,


  What could possibly be more erotic than brushing your teeth together after a night of hot celebration sex? He's just said "yes...I'll marry you," and they could not stop finding ways to express their joy with every bit of their bodies.


  Their first day as fiancés. Every breath, every action, it's all fresh and new and charged with emotion...like lust.


  Sincerely,


  Richard
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  FIRSTS AND FOREVER


  by Elizah J. Davis


  Noah sleeps fitfully, the way he only does when he's stressed or excited, and wakes up before the alarm goes off, which in and of itself is a small miracle. He's never outgrown the feeling that weekends are for sleeping in, and there was a point early in their relationship when he thought that Aaron's insistence on early morning jogs might actually be a deal-breaker. Luckily, he'd decided to forgive such an egregious character flaw.


  Luckily.


  Noah looks at the ring he's wearing and grins. Bits and pieces of his dreams come back to him. They were all in some way related to getting married – the wedding, the honeymoon, picking out tuxes. There is no end to the amount of shit his sister will give him when he tells her. Maybe he'll just tell her about Aaron proposing and skip the dreams completely.


  The thought of Aaron's proposal makes him smile wider, and Noah has to bite his lip to keep from laughing out loud.


  ****


  "That was really good," Noah said, pushing his plate away.


  "It'd be nice if you didn't sound quite so surprised. I can cook." Aaron leaned back in his chair, then moved forward again, overly fidgety, even for him. "So, uh." He scratched his chin, cleared his throat, and sat back in his chair again.


  "Okay, what's going on?" Noah took a sip of his wine and tried not to let his imagination get the better of him. He had no idea why Aaron would feel the need to butter him up with a nice dinner, but his obvious nervousness was making Noah anxious. "Are your parents coming to visit again? Because—"


  "No!" Aaron cut him off with a laugh. "No, I just—Oh, fuck. Hold on." He jumped up from his seat to run back into their bedroom and jogged out again before unexpectedly plopping down on the ground at Noah's feet. He sat there for a moment, his arms draped around his knees, his fingers wrapped around something Noah couldn't see from that angle. He took a deep breath. Then another.


  "Aaron," Noah said cautiously, only to have Aaron shush him.


  "So, I love you," Aaron finally said to his hands with a profound look of concentration. "And I don't really know how this goes, so, uh. Marry me?" He looked up at Noah, his head tilted as he reached out, uncurling his fingers to reveal the two rings he had sitting in his palm. "I actually wasn't sure about the ring thing, what the protocol was on that. I mean, as far as engagement rings went. For, y'know, guys. Which we are. Ah, fuck. You're going to have to make up a better proposal when you tell this story later. If, I mean."


  It was the "if" that finally clued Noah into the fact that Aaron was babbling like an idiot because he was scared, and that was enough to shake him from his stupor. He laughed and grabbed the rings from Aaron's hand before sliding down onto the floor next to him. "Were you really worried I was going to say no?"


  "Shut up, I'm trying to be romantic," Aaron said, giving him his infamous puppy dog eyes. It was the same look he'd used to convince Noah to go out with him in the first place. "So, just to be clear, you're saying yes, right?"


  "Yeah, I'm saying yes." Noah leaned forward and grabbed the back of Aaron's neck to pull him into a kiss. "And your proposal was romantic as fuck."


  "Damn right it was."


  ****


  It was unexpected to say the least, and Noah's surprised that Aaron was able to keep it a secret at all. He's never had much of a game face.


  "You're laughing at me."


  Noah starts at Aaron's sleepy mumbling. He didn't realize he was awake. "Am not."


  Aaron rolls onto his side and snuggles up against Noah's back, wrapping his arm around his waist. "Are too. I can hear you laughing in your head. Pulled me out of a dead sleep."


  "Shut up, it did not."


  "Seriously. The bed is practically vibrating. You're totally interrupting my beauty sleep." Aaron smiles against the back of his neck. "What time is it, anyway?"


  Noah looks at the clock and winces. "Sixish."


  Aaron laughs at him then, because he knows exactly why Noah would be awake at six a.m. on a Saturday. "Me too," he says, kissing Noah's neck. "Thinking about skipping my run, but then I'll have all this excess energy..."


  "I'm sure we can find a solution for that."


  Before Noah can say anything else, Aaron rolls away from him and hops out of bed with a little extra bounce and heads toward the bathroom. When he doesn't return immediately, Noah sighs and throws back the covers, willing himself to get up and go after him.


  He finds Aaron at the sink brushing his teeth.


  "Gotta be minty fresh," he says around his toothbrush. "I'm totally getting lucky."


  Noah catches sight of his own stupid smile reflected in the mirror and wraps his arms around Aaron's middle, pressing his forehead against his back. Aaron's skin is still sleep-warm, and he smells really good, like aftershave and happiness.


  It is way too early for Noah to be awake.


  ****


  Aaron is sprawled out on the couch, ostensibly watching the game, but mostly he's just waiting for Noah to finish the phone call with his parents. Noah sticks his tongue out when he turns and catches Aaron watching him, and when he walks by the couch to get his coffee from the coffee table, Aaron holds out his hand and Noah takes the opportunity to twine their fingers together. Just for a moment, just in passing, but it's enough to make Aaron's chest ache with how stupidly happy he is.


  Noah hasn't told his parents the news yet, and Aaron isn't sure if that has to do with nerves, or if his mom has just gone off on one of her tangents about work, or baseball, or whatever the topic of the day happens to be. Noah hasn't actually said much, so Aaron guesses that's the most likely scenario.


  When Noah does finally tell them, he has a huge grin on his face, which morphs into a look of amused confusion at whatever they say in response. "You guys don't sound all that surprised," he says. At their answer to that, Noah shoots Aaron a dirty look.


  "You already said yes," Aaron whispers. "No take-backs."


  ****


  "Noah, there you are! I was hoping you'd be here already! Aaron, this is Noah. Noah, Aaron."


  Aaron smiled at the guy in front of him and said, "Nice to meet you." He then turned to Katie, his smile widening. "Can I talk to you for just a quick sec?" He pulled her away from the waiting area into the little alcove where the restaurant's payphone was.


  "What is wrong with you?" He hissed as soon as they were out of earshot. "Don't even," he said at her faux innocent look.


  "You wanted to meet him, right? Well, you just did. And now you're blowing it."


  Granted, Aaron might have mentioned that he thought Noah was pretty hot when he'd seen him at Katie's birthday party blowout, but that was a far cry from asking her to set him up in the most painfully obvious way possible. "Okay, fine, but that was beer fantasy talking. In reality, guys like that think I'm a meathead."


  "But you're not," she pointed out, as though that was a reasonable argument.


  "So?"


  "So here's your chance to prove it."


  "Yeah, thanks. I always make a fantastic impression when I'm put on the spot." Aaron needed new friends. His smile felt strained as they rejoined Noah and Katie's boyfriend, Steven.


  "Hey, so I forgot about that thing with the..." Steven said with a nonsensical hand motion that Aaron presumed meant, 'I just want to make it really clear that I am completely full of shit right now.' "We have to… y'know." More gesturing.


  "Right." Katie nodded and started edging towards the door. "You can get a ride home with Noah, right Aaron? Awesome."


  She didn't bother waiting for an answer before shoving Steven out the door in front of her. Aaron was going to kill them both.


  "So, uh, I'm really sorry," Aaron said, unable to look at Noah directly. "I didn't realize this was going to be the world's most awkward set-up."


  "Me neither." Noah sighed and said, "I'll take you home, I guess?"


  "Sure. Or...." Aaron said before he could talk himself out of it.


  "Or?"


  "We could stay and have dinner." Aaron shrugged. "I mean, we're here already, and we have reservations. For two, I'm assuming, considering the subtlety of the evil masterminds who plotted this." When Noah looked like he was about to say no, Aaron said, "My treat. I promise you'll either have a really good time, or it will be the worst date in the history of the world."


  "How is that incentive?" Noah asked, but he was smiling.


  "It'll be a good story to tell later on. If you're not having a good time, I will do what I can to make you completely miserable. Cross my heart."


  Noah laughed. "Yeah, okay. Why not?"


  "Yeah?"


  "Yeah."


  "Really?" Aaron grinned at the look Noah gave him. "Scratch that. You already said yes. You can't take it back now."


  "I'm the one with the car," Noah pointed out, but he made no move to leave.


  ****


  "I can't believe you asked my dad's permission. What is that about?"


  "Is that what he told you?" Aaron laughs. He really called Noah's mom to ask her opinion on the whole ring issue because, if nothing else, the woman could be counted on to have an opinion. Aaron likes that about her. His own mother tends to be overly diligent about seeing both sides of everything, which is entirely unhelpful when it comes to making a decision.


  "You didn't?" Noah narrows his eyes, but complies when Aaron tugs on his hand to get him to join him on the couch. "You didn't really ask his permission," Noah says as he settles next to Aaron. He sounds relieved at the thought.


  Aaron wraps his arm around Noah's waist to keep him from falling off. The couch isn't tiny, but there isn't a lot of extra room with both of them horizontal on it either. "If your dad said I asked permission, far be it from me to argue. I am a gentleman, after all."


  Noah pokes his side, making him squirm. "What does that make me?"


  "My fiancé."


  All traces of irritation fade from Noah's expression. "Say that again."


  "My fiancé," Aaron repeats, leaning in for a kiss. "Future husband. Love of my life."


  "I really didn't expect that to sound so hot," Noah whispers between kisses. Aaron can only nod. He feels a thrill every time he says it. "There will come a day when that won't get you out of trouble, though."


  As warnings go, with Noah there pressed up against him, kissing the side of his neck, it's not entirely effective. Aaron smiles and pushes Noah's shirt up so he can get to bare skin. "Today is not that day."


  ****


  "I'm sorry," Noah says for the fourth time since they got in the car. It's more an expression of regret than an actual apology. He's sorry he answered the phone, he's sorry he told Katie that they really did remember her brother's band was playing tonight, and, yes, of course they'd be there.


  Aaron, on the other hand, seems completely unfazed by the unexpected outing. He reaches out and squeezes Noah's knee as he turns into the bar's tiny, crowded parking lot. "It's cool. We'll stay for the first set, have a beer and then take off."


  It's a plan. A good one, even, except that once they get inside and make their way to the table where their friends are waiting, Aaron blurts out, "We're getting married!" instead of, "Hello," and a beer turns into celebratory shots.


  Not that Noah turns them down. It's been a while since he's gotten anything beyond tipsy, and he is definitely in the mood to celebrate. They end up in the corner of the booth they're occupying, and even with Aaron warm and whiskey-loose next to him, Noah itches at the confinement.


  "I'm gonna hit the head," he says – yells – in Aaron's ear. When he stands, he realizes he's probably a bit more drunk than he thought. He laughs when Aaron moves to follow him.


  "You guys realize that's a one-seater, right?" Katie yells after them.


  Noah assumes that Aaron dutifully flips her off and doesn't bother with the task himself.


  Noah flips the lock on the bathroom door as soon as they're both in there and grabs Aaron's shirt to yank him forward as Aaron pushes him back against the door. Somehow they maintain their balance and Noah has just enough time to tilt his head up to meet Aaron's kiss. It's desperate and needy, like they both aren't well past the age of old enough to know better, like they don't have a big, comfortable bed waiting for them at home.


  "God, I want you so much," Noah says against Aaron's mouth.


  "You say the sweetest things when you're drunk," Aaron answers, moving to undo the fly of Noah's jeans.


  ****


  "Stop laughing at me. You're laughing at me," Noah complained, although he didn't actually mind. Aaron had the most charming, beautiful smile Noah had ever seen in his entire life. "You're very pretty."


  "I swear, I'm not laughing at you," Aaron said, giggling the entire time as he tried to get the door to Noah's apartment open. "I've just never seen you this trashed. It's adorable."


  "I –" Noah stopped and tried to think if he should be put-off by that. "I am not a bunny," he said. Bunnies were adorable. Baby kittens and puppies... any baby animal, really. Except there were probably some creepy ones, but he couldn't think of them off the top of his head, so he gave up and followed Aaron into the apartment, which was now open. "I am a very charming drunk."


  "Yes, you are," Aaron said, and it was one of those times when he should have been teasing, but instead he was weirdly serious. "But I'm a little bit biased."


  Noah sighed at the mystery that was Aaron. "How are you not drunk?"


  "I am. I'm just not as drunk as you."


  "But we had the same drinks!" Noah was fairly certain this was true. He'd even been keeping track – to a point.


  "Well, I've got six inches and a good forty pounds on you." Aaron handed him a glass of water and a cold pop tart, because Noah was too impatient for the toasting process when he'd been drinking.


  Noah sat at the kitchen table with his pop tart and his water and watched as Aaron fussed around the kitchen, getting more water for them both and digging out the bottle of Tylenol to set on the nightstand for the morning. Once Aaron finished getting all of that around, he came back into the kitchen to cajole Noah into getting up and getting ready for bed.


  "You'll thank me in the morning," Aaron said, pointing to the toothbrush that was all ready and waiting for him, toothpaste and all.


  "You're laughing at me again," Noah said when he looked up from spitting out his toothpaste moments later to see Aaron reflected in the mirror, leaning against the doorjamb and smiling at him.


  "Just wanted to check on you. You've been brushing your teeth for like five minutes." His smile faded a little as he reached out and brushed his fingers against Noah's cheek. "You're okay, right? You really did have a lot to drink."


  Noah slumped back against the counter and shook his head. "God, I love you."


  The smile dropped from Aaron's face completely and they stood there staring at each other for what seemed like a really long time.


  "I—What?" Aaron finally said.


  "We haven't said that yet, huh?" Noah couldn't remember now why they hadn't.


  Aaron shook his head, looking both pleased and a little bewildered. "Uh, no."


  "Shit, I'm sorry. I fucked it all up." Noah pushed away from the counter and walked to where Aaron was standing, pressing up against him to pull him into a kiss. "I love you so much. Like, we should move in together. And get dogs."


  "Dogs?"


  "Or cats." Noah wasn't really picky in that respect.


  Aaron laughed at that and kissed him hard. "I love you, too."


  "Oh good," Noah said. "That might've been awkward otherwise."


  ****


  By the time they make it out of the bathroom, Katie has a cab waiting for them. She doesn't pretend to be offended that they're leaving halfway through the band's first set, and they don't pretend to be sorry about it. Katie really is a good friend. They should send her a fruit basket or something. Noah makes a mental note to remember that in the morning.


  Aaron holds his hand on the ride home, and Noah thinks this is one of those perfect moments. He makes a mental note to remember that in the morning as well.


  Once they get home, Aaron heads directly to the kitchen, and Noah trails along behind after kicking his shoes off in the entryway. When he gets to the kitchen, Aaron already has water and leftover pizza sitting on the table.


  "I kind of love you," Noah says, bypassing the pizza to wrap his arms around Aaron in a full-body hug.


  "I'm pretty fond of you, too."


  Noah nods. "Good to know."


  ****


  "Aaron, you party animal. If you don't calm down, I'm going to have to ask you to leave." Katie slumped down on the couch next to Aaron, giddily buzzed and on her way to being truly drunk. And why shouldn't she be? It was her big day, after all.


  "Just people watching." Aaron himself was in the brief contemplative stage between 'buzzed' and 'sloppy affection.' It was a good place to be.


  "Oh." Katie leaned against his side and turned her head so they were both looking in the same direction. "Who are we watching?"


  "My future husband." Aaron nodded at the guy and added, "In the dark red shirt," because there were about twenty other people jammed into that particular corner of the house.


  Katie made an alarming sort of squeaky noise and grabbed his face so that she could say directly into his ear, "You're watching Noah?"


  "That's Noah?" Aaron asked, looking back at the guy. "Noah, from grad school, Noah? Noah, the most perfect guy on the face of this Earth, Noah?"


  Katie slapped her hand over his mouth and pulled it away again when he licked it. "I never said he was perfect—just perfect for you. And clearly I was right if you've been watching him like a creep all night."


  "Not all night," Aaron said petulantly.


  "You should go talk to him. The guy he's with is a jackass."


  "Then why is he with him?" Aaron asked. Granted, he disliked jackasses as much as the next non-jackassy guy or girl, but Aaron wasn't the sort of jerk to presume he knew better than someone else who that person should be spending time with. Though, if he'd picked up on the vibe that maybe Noah wasn't having the best time and had been looking for an opportunity to intervene if necessary, well, Katie didn't need to know his embarrassing drunken fantasies. As it was, Noah seemed to be able to handle his date just fine.


  "He's not, really. First date. He figured a party would be a good place to have it, since he doesn't really know the guy." She nudged him with her shoulder. "Come on, go talk to him."


  Aaron shrugged, feeling uncharacteristically shy about the prospect. "Naw, it's cool. I'm working my own angle here."


  "Your angle of creepy staring," Katie said flatly.


  "Trust me. I've got a whole plan worked out." He didn't. "He will be mine." He probably wouldn't. "Oh, yes..."


  "That's my cue to go back to where the fun people are." Katie patted his leg and stood up again, wobbled, righted herself, and headed back towards the kitchen.


  Aaron looked back to where Noah was standing, and for a second their eyes met, making Aaron panic during the time it took for his brain to register that there was no way Noah could've overheard his conversation with Katie from where he was. Then he just felt a little dumb and took another sip of his beer to cover for it. Perhaps it was best to bypass sloppy affection and proceed directly to drunk.


  ****


  They move to the couch once they're done with their pizza, both of them a little tipsy still, but neither of them ready to go to bed quite yet. They have stuff on the DVR to watch, and at least some of it should be entertaining in their current state.


  Aaron stretches out, grabbing one of the pillows and settling his head in Noah's lap, happy to let Noah control the remote and entertainment choices for the moment. Noah flips through the channels instead of the DVR and settles on the Food Network, which is a bad choice because it will just make them hungry.


  "No," Aaron says. He nods when Noah changes it to the Cartoon Network. "Better."


  Noah laughs and sets the remote down, starts running his fingers through Aaron's hair, which feels really nice. "Hey, you remember that party?"


  "At that one place that time?" Aaron shuts his eyes at Noah's continued petting, content to let him do what he will.


  "Shut up. Katie's birthday party, right before we met."


  "You shut up. Yeah, I remember. What about it?"


  "You were into me." Noah sounds smug enough that Aaron opens his eyes.


  "What, did Katie say something? You don't know that." The defense is only half-hearted. Noah looks so adorably pleased with himself.


  "She didn't need to." Noah cups his face and leans down to kiss him. It's an awkward angle, so it's little more than a peck. "Of all of the many wonderful things that you are, subtle is not one of them. I think the guy I was with thought you were my angry, jealous ex."


  Aaron laughs. "Come on. I was not that bad."


  "Maybe not. Maybe I wouldn't have noticed if I hadn't already been noticing you back."


  "You never told me that."


  "It didn't come up."


  "All this time." Aaron reaches up and laces their fingers together, resting their hands on his chest. "Any other confessions you want to make? Now's the time."


  Noah shakes his head. "Naw, I'm good."


  Aaron nods. "Hey, you know how they say, 'Today is the first day of the rest of your life?'"


  "Yeah. That's a dumb saying."


  "Shut up. I'm being romantic again." Aaron squeezes his fingers. "Today's kind of like that. Y'know. The first day of the rest of our lives."


  For a moment, it looks like Noah is going to insist on arguing against the saying, but he just nods and says, "Yeah, I guess it kinda is. Was. Is."


  "It was good, right? I mean, for a first day and stuff."


  "You're drunker than I thought." Noah grins, and before Aaron can take offense, adds, "It was. You know what's even better?"


  "What?"


  "The 'rest of our lives' part."


  "Come on." Aaron sits up with a newfound urgency and manages to get himself standing in an impressive display of coordination, if he does say so himself. "You are about to get so lucky. I am dead serious."


  "I'm pretty sure I already have," Noah says as he allows Aaron to pull him up from the couch.


  "Okay, now you're just taunting me."


  Noah only laughs at that, and Aaron thinks, yeah, the rest of their lives thing is looking pretty good.


  THE END
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  It starts with a dare. My friends know I've been crushing on Ben for months. They make a bet for one kiss. This week, Ben is operating the balloon ride on our town annual carnival. Can I just ask him to accompany me (I can tell him that I'm afraid of heights but curious to try) and maybe I can steal that kiss when I'm up there. Do I dare?
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  FOR THOSE WHO WAIT


  by Azalea Moone


  Every year, our town celebrates its heritage days, a weeklong carnival that I have loved ever since I was a kid. This year was no exception. The roar of the crowd had me energized. The screams and hollers from ride goers pumped me up. I wanted to do just about everything, from playing midway games to checking out the local events, such as the dirt car races.


  It was the last day of the carnival, and I'd been here all day doing almost everything I had wanted to do. The only adventure I hadn't explored yet was right in front of me. And there was a really good reason I was hesitating. Ben.


  We'd met in college just six months ago. I was a freshman, he a sophomore, and we were studying the same courses in Information Technology. He'd squeezed by me as I sat at one of the cramped computer desks. The corner of his book nicked the back of my shoulder, damn small spaces, and he turned around with concern to apologize.


  My face flushed, but it wasn't the slight ache from the bruise on my shoulder, it was him. What turned me on about him wasn't those dreamy hazel eyes, that probably noticed me with my mouth hung open like a rabid dog, or the smooth, broad jaw line. Okay, so maybe it was those things, but what really made me want him was that smile. Shy and modest right before he turned away.


  From that moment, I had a hard time keeping my eyes off him. We'd been assigned courses together, I'm sure just by chance, and in our Business Communication class we sat right next to each other.


  "Hey," he'd say every morning, that same gorgeous smile on his lips. But every time we'd start up a conversation, we were interrupted.


  "Hello?" Jamie's voice snapped me out of it. I'd been looking at Ben again. "You seriously have a crush, Chase."


  "Do not. He's just..." Just what? Sexy? Hot? Gorgeous? Jesus, I was dying.


  "Aw, Chase is so in denial," Jamie teased, poking me in my side.


  "Come on, you've been crushing on Ben for months." Tim wrapped his arm around Jamie's shoulder and pulled her in.


  They weren't a couple per se but, damn, if they didn't still act like it. We'd been friends for a while; Jamie and I met in senior year and we decided to go to the same college. I'd met Tim, her very open, very straight, off and on boyfriend, my first week in college.


  "It's just a crush." I shrugged with embarrassment. "Besides, I don't even know if he's... into me."


  At first, I had no clue Ben was even there. After running out of ideas on what to do next, I happened to spot a colorful striped balloon taking off into the air earlier in the day.


  Balloon rides? That looked awesome, so we gathered at the entrance gate on the opposite side of the lot with our fare, gazing at the vivid yellow and blue balloon. I stilled when Ben turned away from the balloon and approached the gate, wearing a worker's apron. "Ready?"


  Jamie must have felt the rift in the air, because she grabbed hold of my shirt sleeve, pulling me away. Maybe it was a good thing. I certainly didn't want to stand there stumbling like an idiot in front of him.


  "Well, you could always find out," Jamie chuckled. "Come on, Chase, we've been standing here for an hour now. Can we just go before it closes?"


  The sky began to glow a beautiful golden hue, signaling the start of evening. There wasn't anyone else in line, but if we didn't hurry, I was sure we'd miss our chance. I just couldn't get over my damn nerves.


  "I don't know..."


  "Egh, you're so shy. I bet you can't even talk to him without..." she flicked her eyes at Tim who gave her a curious stare. "Hey, give me some cash."


  "I only have fifty bucks for the ride." Tim motioned to the balloon on the other side of a truck.


  "Fine, I'll take that." She ripped the bills from his hand and waved them in front of me. "I bet you fifty bucks you can't even get on the balloon with him."


  "What?" Tim protested.


  I felt tense just thinking about it. "I-I'm not--"


  "Chase, if you pass this up, you may never know. Or... I could just go right in there and talk to him for you," she said, in a matter-of-fact way. Knowing Jamie, she would do it.


  "No." I had to find some courage, though the butterflies in my stomach said otherwise. "Fine. I'll go," I huffed, yanking the cash from Jamie's hand.


  "Yay!"


  "My money? Babes," Tim turned to Jamie. "Why my money?"


  "Don't be such a whiner; I have more in my purse." She slapped at his stomach.


  They were behind me, arguing about the bet, as we approached the balloon ride again and stood at the gate. This would be it. The thought of standing less than a foot away from each other in a cramped basket made my heart thump with apprehension. At least my friends would be there with us, right?


  "Hold on." Jamie grabbed my wrist. "There are a few details--"


  "What details?" I barked.


  "Well, that is a lot of money. You need to just go for it, you know. Don't just talk to him the entire ride. Kiss him."


  "That's worse, don't you think?" Tim spoke up.


  "Yeah, I-I'm not really--" I twisted around, ready to go back to the carnival.


  "Ohmigod, Chase. You've had six months to find out, now it's time to just throw everything out and do it," she said, grabbing my shirt sleeve and yanking me back to the front of the gate.


  Ben approached, his gorgeous smile spread on his lips, and my knees threatened to give out. "Are you ready now?"


  I gulped. "Yeah," and handed him the cash, our fingertips barely sliding against each other's and I could feel that flush rushing to my cheeks again.


  After stuffing the bills in his apron pocket, he unlocked the gate and let it swing open. I had to find some courage. I had to fight those damn butterflies from making me speechless. It had never really been this hard for me, but when I was around Ben I really couldn't control my emotions.


  When I entered the gate, I kept my eyes on the brilliant balloon trying not to think about Ben, who had walked back to the basket and braced against it as it moved. Although the balloon was tethered to the ground, it still jerked in place.


  It wasn't until I was at the basket, prepared to jump inside that I realized that Jamie and Tim hadn't followed. I turned to see they were still at the gate, now closed.


  "Hey," I hollered. "Aren't you coming?"


  "Naw. We'll take the next one." She waved then embraced Tim around his sides.


  The next one? But there weren't any other balloons in sight.


  I was really getting nervous. My hands began to tremble, and I could hear my heart pound in my ears. Why me?


  I caught Ben's curious stare. "Are you scared?"


  The thought of going up into the sky, alone, with Ben? Yeah. "Not really." What a lie.


  He smiled before hopping inside the basket, then held out an offering hand to me. "It takes a while to get used to, but it's really great once we get up in the air."


  Right. Maybe he thought I was scared of heights? That was certainly better than knowing the real reason why I probably appeared to be freaking out.


  I took his soft, but callused, warm hand and about tripped over the side of the basket as I jumped in. What an embarrassment. He caught my arms, helping me straighten my shaky legs before turning his attention to the burner in the center of the basket.


  The gas hissed, sending a tall, orange flame into the balloon. I felt the balloon rise above the ground and I grabbed the sides of the basket before he turned off the gas and let it dip down. What? Is he teasing me?


  "Sorry," he said with a grin. "I just thought you should know it's kind of loud."


  "Yeah it is."


  "Are you ready?" he asked, leaning over the side and gathering up the rope the balloon was tethered to.


  At the gate, Jamie hooted and hollered and her apparent enthusiasm for the situation made my face flush even more.


  "I guess." But I wasn't. Nothing could prepare me for this.


  Ben started up the gas again, letting the balloon rise, but this time he didn't take his hand off of the gear. The world below began to get smaller; even Jamie and Tim, the trucks and the carnival, appeared miniature as we rose higher and started to slowly drift towards the east.


  When Ben let off of the gear, I could barely hear Jamie's voice as she waved at us from the ground. I leaned my arm out of the basket, flashing her the middle finger, not knowing if she would see it or not. Jesus, why did she make me do this? But I think I had leaned over just a little too much, the height made me dizzy and the world began to spin. God, maybe I am scared of heights.


  "How far does this go?" I whispered as I stepped away from the side, only to be caught off guard by the sight of the fascinating evening sky; a gorgeous yellow and orange hue on the horizon as the sun began to set. "Whoa," I breathed.


  "It's beautiful, isn't it?" Ben asked behind me.


  I felt my cell phone buzz in my pocket with a text message, but the view of the world ahead distracted me. This had been the first time I'd ever been up so high, and I had no clue what to expect.


  "Yeah," I answered before noticing the lush green trees below with a stream cutting through them, running across the open field.


  Just then, Ben stepped next to me and settled against the side of the basket, looking out at the open land spread out around us. My heart lodged in my throat and there was that slight tremble in my legs again. For a moment, I had forgotten what I was up here for.


  "Three miles," he said.


  "Huh?"


  "Our landing point is the corner of 52nd and State. About three miles from here."


  "Oh." I think I'd forgotten everything.


  "You're Chase, right?" he asked.


  "Yeah," was all I could manage.


  There was a little laugh, followed by, "You're in my Info Tech classes?"


  "Yeah."


  Damn, couldn't I say anything else?


  Ben stepped away a moment, and the hiss of the gas invaded the quiet, open air. Once he let off of the gear, he came back to stand closer beside me. "I didn't know you were from Sommersville."


  "Huh?" I turned to him in surprise.


  "Sommersville Heritage Days. You are from town, right?"


  "Oh, yeah, well my folks live here now," I said, desperately trying to fight down the hysteria so I could, at least, have a decent conversation.


  "I see," he chuckled. Could he tell that I was nervous?


  "What about you?"


  He dug in his shirt pocket and retrieved a business card. "My pops owns Wilber Amusements. I've been riding in hot air balloons since I was little. I love it up here," he said, flashing the card before putting it away.


  Wilber was just a short ten minute drive across the county, and from this height I could spot its water tower springing up from the ground.


  "That's cool."


  He turned to turn on the gas. The flames rose up into the center of the balloon keeping us aloft. This little trip was turning out better than I'd thought. Now I knew he lived just ten minutes away, and that he loved being up here in the vast skies on a balloon.


  I continued to look out across the open land, admiring the flourishing wilderness below. When Ben stepped close again, his arm brushed against mine as he folded his hands over the side of the basket, and I stilled.


  If I could just get a little closer... I found myself edging near, trying to break my nervousness and the small space between us. My phone rattled in my pocket again, but when he flicked his eyes in my direction, I held his sparkling gaze, uncaring of who was trying message me. It was probably Jamie, anyway.


  Not wanting him to see the flush in my cheeks, I turned my attention back to the skies. The sun had disappeared behind the distant clouds, highlighting the sky red and gold. It was too perfect... and too quiet.


  "It's not that bad up here, is it?" he asked.


  I nodded. "It's awesome."


  A slight chuckle escaped his lips before the hiss from the gas invaded the calm.


  We'd drifted past the stream; the green overgrowth replaced by large fields of wheat spreading out as far as the eye could see. Just then, I spotted a large animal skirting across the acreage. "There's a deer," I said, pointing it out for him.


  "Yeah?" Ben cut off the gas and hovered close. Unfortunately, the deer had darted between a gathering of trees. But Ben was even closer now. His arm rested near mine, and his jeans grazed the skin on my leg. "Where did it go?"


  Inhaling in his intoxicating cologne, I felt my hands begin to tremble and sweat with the thought of embracing him and getting that kiss. Jesus, why did Jamie have to add that part in the bet? There was no way I could do it, especially since I could barely speak.


  "I-I don't..." I stuttered.


  His brilliant hazel eyes caught mine as I turned towards him, and that shy smile spread on his lips. This was the perfect chance, if only I could fight off my nerves. My hands went numb at my sides; my heart thundered in my chest. But it wasn't just me stumbling, Ben's cheeks went rosy, too, as we both stilled, taking each other in.


  "Do you..." his voice wavered and he let out a hesitant little laugh. "Do you have a, um, girlfriend?"


  The question, and his apparent nervousness, caught me off guard. "Um, no, actually."


  "Oh. Probably a weird question, huh?" He flicked his attention towards the sky.


  "Not really."


  With my answer, his attention closed on me. But before I could even have the chance to lean in and steal that kiss, Ben had done it for me. His warm, inviting lips brushed against mine, taking me for a loop, and when we both pulled away, it was as if the entire world was spinning.


  His eyes widened. "Too much?" he asked.


  I shook my head.


  No, that was just right.


  Ben tipped his head, eyes narrowed, before cupping my face in his rugged, broad hands and leaning in to steal my lips again. This time, I wrapped my arms around his sides, pulling us closer together. His heady scent filled my nose; my mouth opened and his tongue darted in, the embrace making me grasp his smooth flannel shirt in fear of melting away.


  A pithy moan escaped my lungs as his hands traveled down my neck, easing around my shoulders. A gentle tingle swept through my spine. Had he always want to kiss me, too?


  I could stay like this; high in the air with Ben pressed against me, and his warm touch and invigorating lips brushing mine. I couldn't imagine being back on the ground; back to face Jamie and Tim, to let them know: Hell, yeah, I got that kiss.


  As he pulled away, the heat of his breath wafted through my hair and I settled into the curve of his neck, enjoying his warm embrace.


  I peered out at the darkening sky. It seemed as if we had floated down, as the world in front of me came into better view, but I didn't care. Nothing could pull me away from Ben.


  "Shit," he said, and I unwrapped myself away in shock.


  "What is it?"


  His eyes were concentrated on the ground below, just feet from the bottom of the basket.


  "I missed the drop off," he answered as he swung the rope off of the side of the basket, letting it dangle and land on the ground below. Drop off? "We'll have to set 'er down here."


  The roaring of a car engine approached fast just as the balloon touched the rough, green grass. Ben hopped out of the basket, so I followed, still dazed by what had happened while we were still in the sky.


  Dust kicked up behind an old light blue pickup, the engine loud as it stopped next to us. "Damn, son, you missed the landing point by about a quarter mile." An older man, presumably Ben's father, hung his head out of the window, shooting Ben a puzzled look.


  "Sorry, pops, I got a little... distracted." Ben flicked his eyes towards me.


  I hung my head. God, how embarrassing.


  "Well, Jeremy is on his way, we'll take it down here. I can give him a ride back to the carnival," his father said as he jumped out of his truck and helped Ben secure the balloon.


  I stood quietly, waiting for Ben's answer. There was a roar of another truck barreling across the field, coming closer. Ben and his father held the rope tight, the balloon bobbing and gliding gently along the grass, when Ben gave me the most knowing look, and that modest smile spread on his lips.


  "If it's okay, I'll just go with you when we're done here," Ben answered, and for a moment, I wasn't sure if his reply was for his father or me, until his eyes glinted in the last rays of the evening sunset. "Is that cool, Chase?"


  "Sure." I met his smile with my own.


  "It won't take long," Ben said, then began to help his father secure the balloon.


  I stepped away and hung out by the side of the truck, watching as they disassembled the balloon. The beautiful yellow and blue balloon came down, and they stretched it across the grass. Then they rolled it up and tied a rope around it, before they picked up the bundle and threw it in the back of his truck. Next came the basket, which required all three men to carry to the other truck, and secure it with ties.


  I fiddled with my cell phone, checking my message. Of course it was Jamie: "What happened? Call me ASAP." I thought to message her back: LOL I kissed him, but decided to let her wonder. Besides, she was the one who bet me to do this. I didn't have to report to her, right?


  By the time Ben and his father were finished, the sun was long gone and a navy blue hue took over the sky, dotted with tiny stars. In the very distance, I could barely make out the neon colors of the carnival rides and the spotlight dancing up into the sky.


  "Alright, let's go." Ben's father patted his shoulder and we all gathered in the truck.


  It was a quiet three mile drive along open country back to the carnival. By the time we got back, the sky was completely dark.


  "You better go find your friends," Ben said. We were out of the truck, back at the carnival where the groan from the rides' generators and excited screams made it hard to hear.


  That's right. I wanted Jamie to eat her words. Yeah, I didn't need that stinking bet to find out that he liked me. "I suppose I should," I said, hesitant to leave.


  When I began to slink away, Ben said behind me, "You know, I haven't really had the chance to check out the carnival, yet. And this is the last night... Do you think you'd want to hang out?"


  Yes. "Yeah," I said excitedly. "I mean, sure."


  A smile lifted on his lips, and I felt my heart catch in my throat. "Great." He stepped forward and swung his arm around my neck.


  My thoughts began to scatter. What did I want to do first? I would love to go on the Ferris Wheel; to be high up in the air, again, with Ben close to me. Maybe I could sneak another little kiss, hold his hand, and snuggle against his shoulder. I really needed to slow down.


  Once we were inside the carnival area, he unwrapped himself from my side and approached the ticket booth. "Twenty tickets, please," he told the cashier.


  "You don't need to buy for me." I was just ready to pull out some cash to pay for myself.


  "Don't worry about it." He motioned for me to put my money away.


  The cashier passed the tickets through the window, as well as his change, and we were back to deciding which ride was first. Since this was his only night to explore and I couldn't get up my nerves to ask him on the Ferris Wheel, I let him choose first.


  Ride after ride, we sat next to each other. Some rides spun us so fast, that we couldn't help but slam into each other. That was fine with me; I couldn't get enough of the closeness. But a couple of rides he suggested made me feel a little sick; one ride in particular flipped us upside down and held us there for what seemed like slow seconds, before swinging us around in the opposite direction.


  As the night wore on, the crowd began to die out, and our last couple of tickets were spent on the Ferris Wheel. "This is... Thank you," I breathed as we sat in the metal seat, fingers entwined. "I haven't had this much fun in a while."


  "Yeah." Ben's cheeks went rosy. "Same here."


  I sucked in my lower lip, wanting so much to kiss him. We drifted closer; the ride's motor groaned and we were moving down, and then back up. His fingers tightened against mine. The warmth from his body made me tingle. As we approached the sky again, he leaned in for a kiss shortly before pulling away.


  "I think they're closing," Ben said.


  I nodded. Out in the distance, car lights shone through the fields; a line of cars stuck bumper to bumper as the crowd began to leave. A few of the street lamps had been shut off within the park, and there was hustle and bustle near the front of the entrance gate.


  The metal booster rocked as the motor swung us back down to the ground, and we were ushered from the ride.


  "Walk me back to my car?" I asked.


  He tipped his head before grasping my hand in his, and we started for the outside fence leading into the carnival. The dirt road was filled with people pulling out of the parking lot. Headlights blinded us for a moment before turning, and the darkness of night settled in.


  For such a huge lot, I was surprised to find my car in the distance, barely lit up by the full moon.


  "Why did you park all the way out here?" he asked as the faint outline of my car came into view.


  "This entire lot was full," I said with a chuckle.


  Ben matched my laugh, and then hovered close, nudging me until I had to walk sideways. I nudged him back, turning it into a game. Once we were just feet away from the car, I slowed down, hoping for these last few minutes to just freeze.


  "Well?" He unraveled from me and allowed me to unlock the driver's door.


  "Well... I had a really good time."


  "Same here." His eyes narrowed and glinted in the moonlight. I leaned back against the car, and he wrapped his arms around my waist. "I'm going back to campus tomorrow."


  There was a twinge of anticipation rising through me. "I'm kind of stuck here for another week. Jamie wants to see her family for a little longer."


  "Oh." His smile wavered as he pulled away and began to dig into his pocket. "Well, do you have a pen?" He had his father's business card in his hand. "I'll give you my number."


  "Yeah." I dipped back inside the car and dug in the cluttered console for a pen. "I'll definitely call," I added excitedly.


  Ben jotted down his number on the back of the business card and handed it to me. I already couldn't wait to get back to my dorm and call him. Matter of fact, I really didn't want the night to end.


  After I stuffed the card in my jeans pocket, I held him close, seeking his lips.


  A heavy breath caught in his throat, and after a short kiss he broke away. "What happened to your friends, anyway?"


  "They probably went back to the hotel," I said with a shrug. "Besides, it's good they're not here."


  "Is it?"


  I couldn't possibly let him in on the bet. Instead, I buried my head in his broad chest. "I can see if Jamie wants to leave early," I whispered, hoping she would approve and we could be back at campus earlier than planned.


  Ben braced his hands against my shoulders. "You don't have to." His warm breath wafted through my hair. "It's only a week, right?"


  I lifted my head and stared into his eyes, their handsome hazel color barely visible in the dark. "Then, I'll call tomorrow. Bright and early." I chuckled as I eased out of his caress and sank down into the driver's seat.


  "Hey now, I'm usually not up before ten in the morning." Ben grasped hold of the door.


  "Neither am I," I said with a wink.


  He smiled and stepped away from the door. "Well, have a good night, Chase."


  "Yeah, you too." I hesitated to start the car. I couldn't wait to hear his voice again, tomorrow couldn't come soon enough.


  As I backed out of the parking lot, Ben stayed behind, watching as I pulled out on to the road. I'd already begun to miss him: his warmth, and kiss, and smile. But I could wait.


  THE END
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  Another day, another kick in the ass by that stupid horse. You would think that after all these thousands of years I'd be okay with imprint of a horseshoe on my backside but I have to tell you it's getting old. If I had it to do over, I think I might reconsider telling my king's mage she was so grotesque she could freeze a man (and apparently a horse and chariot) in stone..


  ~ Issa
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  FRIEZE FRAME


  by Cari Z


  A funny thing happened on the way to the battle…


  Actually, it happened during the battle. And really, it wasn't very funny at the time. It did play a significant role in our victory, though, so I suppose I should be glad. I'm not—not then and not now, thousands of years later—but a proper warrior would be. I think it's completely unfair that Ligia ended up being feted like a queen after the Athenian defeat, but technically her actions did lead our army to triumph. They were the ones who sent us into the battle, caused the trouble in the first place, but history tends to salute the grand gestures and forget the trivial losses, such as myself.


  The whole mess began with a war between Stageira, my home, and the city-state of Athens. They laid siege to us, and Brasidas, the ruler of Stageira and my commander, fought back. Simple enough, no? Unfortunately, Brasidas chose to take his battle strategy from his personal oracle, Ligia, a mystic from the far islands, who wore a heavy cloak and covered her face even in the hottest weather. She was a soothsayer, a fortune teller and a sorceress; the kind that would turn a man into a pig for as little a slight as a sidelong glance. Everyone feared her, even the king, which is undoubtedly why he followed her idiot advice and sent our army down out of the hills to fight the Athenians on the plains.


  Let me share something about battle. When you're outmanned, you look for ways to reduce the effectiveness of your opponent's forces. It worked for the Spartans when Xerxes came calling, and we had a lot more than three hundred soldiers shoring up our defenses. We were doing a fine job ambushing the Athenian raiding parties as they floundered into our olive groves. We had food, we had water, we had the high ground. We had time. We didn't need to suit up and march out onto the stony ground to be surrounded by enemy charioteers and cut to pieces. Still, that's what Brasidas commanded, all based on Ligia's prediction that "the battle would be short and victorious" for Stageira if we did.


  I had to give her credit, though. She came to the field with us, cloaked and mysterious and confident. That confidence lasted right up until the first cavalry charge, when their horses ran full-on into our front lines and ground our best men into the rocky soil. We fired arrows, but their numbers were too great. Each chariot had a driver and a spearsman, and the spears decimated our ranks as the horses forced their way through. Ligia's assurance withered, and she wrung her hands and twitched nervously as the enemy drew nearer to our position. My friend, Diomedes, took a spear to the chest and collapsed at my feet, his life bubbling red and frothy from his lips. I looked down at him and knew I was facing my own end. I raised my shield in futile defiance and prepared to die of trampling, but I had a final thing to say first.


  "Thanks for nothing, you hideous, Hades-cursed bitch!" I'm paraphrasing, naturally; the insult was a little longer in Ancient Greek, but you get the idea. Ligia wasn't pleased. Not at all. In that instant, anger overtook worry; she forgot to be afraid and furiously ripped off her cloak and mask. For a single moment, I saw the mass of snakes crawling about her head. I saw her blood red lips and white eyes, as white from edge to edge as the purest marble. For just a moment, I heard her scream of rage, all of that energy directed right at me. Then…


  Time stopped. Everything became utterly still. There was movement around me, but I was no longer a part of it. I could hear, but it no longer affected me. I could see, but only out of a single eye, and my vantage never shifted. I was living, yet not. Alive, but somehow dead, too. I chocked it up to being knocked insensible and watched as history unfolded.


  There was a furious commotion. Horses reared, men quailed with fear and shock, and Cleon's forces fell into complete disarray. Ligia put her cloak back on and led our remaining men to a great victory against the Athenians and saw her prophecy reach its fulfillment. The battle was short, and Stageira was victorious. All hail, blah blah blah. I never figured on being such an intimate part of the solution, but then, being turned into living stone isn't the kind of end result you can really predict.


  I had never been the most god-fearing Greek, but I had studied enough to know that the woman I'd upset was probably descended from a gorgon. I'd never heard that being turned into stone was anything other than a death sentence, but here I was, pondering my life, frozen in time. Ligia convinced Brasidas to make me, and my fellows, part of a temple to Hecate, her patron goddess, and there we stood; a testament to the power of the gods and the rashness of men.


  This was not a happy existence. Ligia knew I was alive, somehow, knew that all of us retained a bit of our divine spark. All except Diomedes, who had fortunately died before getting stuck in limbo with the rest of us. She would come to worship on occasion, and she spoke to me each and every visit. She even took her hood off to do it. Apparently the magic didn't work more than once.


  "How are you faring, Thanos?" she would ask. Thanos is me, obviously, former loyal soldier, current temple furnishing. "Not so talkative now, are you?" When she ran a finger down my back, I felt it, very faintly, through the stone. "Not so disrespectful."


  Hands off the goods, wench.


  That she could hear me surprised both of us. "You are impossible to silence completely, aren't you? The others have lost their power of speech. I don't relish the thought of listening to you when I come to pray. I suppose I could have you knocked down…"


  That would be nice.


  "Which is why I'm not going to do it," she finished with a sneer. "I want you to exist for the rest of time just as you are, trapped and helpless. The gods have shunned you, Thanos. You are but a tribute to my lady, a shadow of a true man. You are bound forever."


  Well, damn. There wasn't much to say to that.


  It turns out that gorgon/witch hybrids live a long time. Ligia outlived Brasidas, his son, his grandson, and his great grandson. She lived to see the arrival of Philip of Macedon, and even with all her magic, there was no holding back his great army. He razed Stageira to the ground and enslaved its inhabitants. I only knew about it because Ligia came to the temple and prayed—desperately and aloud—for deliverance, but there was none.


  Well… that's not entirely true. Stageira had one thing going for it, and that was a philosopher by the name of Aristotle. Philip took him to tutor his son Alexander (yes, that Alexander). To show his gratitude, he rebuilt the city and freed the people he'd enslaved. Not the most consistent guy, but then, kings don't have to be.


  I didn't find out all of this by eavesdropping on Ligia's prayers. In fact, after the city burned, she seemed to give up on Hecate and stopped visiting the temple entirely, and all other worshippers stopped with her. There was the occasional sheep or goat herder, quiet and bored as they drove their flocks, but that was it. Until one day, a little boy ran into the temple, threw himself at my feet, and started bawling.


  I don't like crying. I can't think of many people who do, but I become really uncomfortable with it, enough that even though I knew he wouldn't hear me, I had to say, Kid, for the love of the gods, knock it off!


  Then, a miracle happened.


  Two miracles, actually. The first one was that the kid stopped crying, for which I was immediately grateful. The second was that he looked straight up at me, his eyebrows quirked and his mouth gaping. If I could have gaped, I would have done it, too. The boy's eyes were completely white.


  "You can speak?" he asked, awestruck.


  You can hear me?


  "Yes. Who are you?" He wiped his nose on his grubby arm and stood up to face me. He was a small child, probably no more than five or six. "Why are you trapped in the wall?"


  I decided to start with the simple stuff. My name is Thanos. I'm a warrior of Stageira. Or was, at least. What's your name?


  "Eryx, son of Ligia and Corus. My mother is a great sorceress," he stated proudly.


  Ligia had procreated. That was kind of shocking, given the snakes. At least the kid hadn't inherited those. I'm honored to meet you.


  "I've never spoken to a stone man before," Eryx said with innocent curiosity. "Who put you in there?"


  Time to tread carefully. Many years ago, there was a great battle here. Your mother worked powerful magic, and I was caught up in it. It turned me to stone.


  Eryx frowned. "Why did she leave you here?"


  A good question, and not one I really wanted to answer. Better not to antagonize the boy by insulting his mother. Magic like this is hard to reverse. I was made a part of the temple instead.


  "That sounds boring."


  It is.


  "I'm going to be a sorcerer someday," Eryx declared. He was terribly serious. Serious, it seemed, was his default state after tearful. "When I am, I'll be able to free you from the stone, and everyone will say how powerful I am, and no one will laugh at me."


  Ah, now we reached the crux of the reason he was out here instead of back in the city. Who's making fun of you?


  "The other boys," he muttered. "When Teacher was here, he would give me private lessons, but now that he's gone, I have to learn with everyone else. The boys laugh at me and call me a monster because of my eyes. I hate them all," he hissed, his little hands wrenching at the edge of his tunic. "When I'm a great sorcerer, I'll turn all of them to stone!"


  Don't do that! I didn't mean to sound so harsh, but apparently it was enough to get through the kid's anger. He blinked and looked up at me.


  "Why not?"


  Because this is a terrible fate for any man, and not one I would wish on my worst enemy, I told him. You should try to be as good as you will be powerful, and not follow in your mother's footsteps.


  I worried for a second I had offended him, but then Eryx nodded. "Okay," he said shyly, obedient in exchange for the slightest hint of attention. He reminded me some of my younger siblings. I was the oldest and the only one to fall in battle, as far as I knew. I hadn't thought about them for a very long time, and sadness swept through me to do so now. I kind of enjoyed the sensation.


  It occurred to me that this kid could be useful. I mean, he was probably going to be a sorcerer someday, right? He might actually be able to unfreeze me. I couldn't remember the smell of bread or the taste of meat anymore, but I missed them with a fervency that drove me mad sometimes. I longed to feel pebbles press against the soles of my feet as I walked, and for the wind to move my hair as it streamed by me. The closest I came to sensation these days was a sense of coolness when it rained, and even then it wasn't truly the same. To get out of this, I needed Ligia's son to like me. I needed him to keep quiet about me, too.


  Listen to me, Eryx. Whenever you feel alone or sad or angry, you can come here to me. It can be a special place just for you, a secret place. You're the first person to ever hear me, and I will always listen to you. But your mother might not like it if she finds out you're talking to me.


  "I won't tell her!" he cried out. I barely refrained from cheering at his enthusiasm. "You can be my secret friend."


  It would be my privilege.


  "And you're Thanos," he repeated. "And I'm Eryx."


  I won't forget. I'd never forget this wild child—dark haired, white eyed, and completely amazing.


  He left after that, and for the first time in so long, I felt like I had something to look forward to.


  ****


  When he wasn't crying, Eryx was a pretty good kid. He was polite, even to a stone man. He was curious about everything and asked a lot of questions, most of which I didn't know the answer to. Some of it I made up, and when he caught me, he would put his hands on his hips and stomp his foot. "No lying!"


  It's not lying if neither of us knows the real answer, I replied when he called bullshit on my explanation for the wind. I thought Zeus farting up on Mount Olympus was as good a reason for wind as anything, but Eryx said it couldn't be that because it didn't smell bad enough. Then I mentioned Aeolus, who priests had identified as the god of the winds, but Eryx didn't like any of my mythological reasoning. "Teacher said that there are reasons to be discovered behind everything, that we just don't know yet. He said that every phen…phenomena has a universal form."


  What form does the wind take? I asked. Wind is simply air that moves quickly, and air is invisible.


  "But it has a form," Eryx insisted. "It must because it moves things."


  The strength to change things doesn't always have a physical form. Take me, for example. Your mother's spell changed me from flesh to stone, but I never saw the spell itself. I was simply a man one moment, a statue the next.


  "But there must be an explanation," he said stubbornly. "Not just magic."


  You tell me if you come up with something, I told him. But personally, I'm thinking it's magic. You should study it all you can. So you can get me the hades out of here.


  "I know," Eryx sighed. "But Mother is always busy with the king, and she never takes the time to show me anything."


  Keep at her, I encouraged him. Please.


  "I will. Don't worry," he said, reaching up and touching my calf. I could feel the pressure, ever so faintly, the vague heat of his little fingertips on my leg. "I won't leave you like this."


  A little guilt wound through me for putting this kind of weight onto a child, even if he was Ligia's son. I know, I said gently.


  Eryx came to see me about once a week. He was more interested in talking about philosophy and natural science than he was magic and curses, but I couldn't push him any harder and remain subtle. Honestly, it was interesting listening to him go on about Aristotle's theories versus Plato's, the different types of blood and the five elements. The kid was a pure intellectual, way smarter than I first gave him credit for, and he used me as a sounding board for years. I watched him grow from a child to a young man, gangly-limbed and spotty, with joints that ached from growing so fast and sporting a perpetual teenage hard on. He pulled his hair down to hide his eyes and face, but as far as I knew, he'd never done anyone magical harm, unlike his mother. More likely, he was hiding because he felt conspicuous, like every other youth his age.


  "I hate it," he moaned, covering his face with his hands as he lay on the temple floor. "I'm even more of a pariah than I was before."


  You're becoming a man. It's a process, Eryx. Be patient.


  "But I hate it! I just… I want all the time, and there are other boys who find willing girls and go off with them, but it isn't…" He shifted uncomfortably. "It isn't them I want."


  I scoffed as well as I could via magical thought. Then find a willing boy. Gods, the times can't have changed that much.


  "No boys are willing to go off with me either," he huffed, "because I'm so… different." Had my life been so dramatic when I was his age? I was sure it hadn't. You are the only son of a powerful sorceress. Regardless of how you look, there are boys who'd be willing to enjoy themselves with you. And you look fine, I hastened to add when he glared up at me. Soon you'll be a handsome man, and you won't have to search for company, it will come to you.


  "I wish you were really here," Eryx murmured, looking up at me beneath long, dark lashes. "Then I could just do it all with you."


  I hadn't wished so hard for a real body in years. I had no interest in boys, but I had always preferred men's bodies to women's when it came to sating my needs, and someday Eryx would be the kind of man I had been drawn to. Someday, he would be the kind of man I wanted to throw down and taste, to torment with my tongue and lips and oil-slicked fingers until he was begging me to take him. And when I did, it would be so good, fast and hard and tight enough to make me scream with the rapture of release…


  But not today. Today, Eryx needed to get over himself and get back to Stageira and study, and I told him as much. He apparently didn't appreciate my candor.


  "What do you know about it? You haven't been an actual person for a hundred years! I hate you!" Eryx shouted at me as he stormed off, and I felt his absence keenly.


  I felt the distance between us more than ever over the next several years. Eryx had found a boy to enjoy himself with, and he came to me no more. I didn't begrudge him the experience of growing up, but I did wonder, more than once, just how foolish I had been to place my trust in a child. There was no guarantee the boy had inherited his mother's powers; he had never mentioned a thing about magic to me. The only evidence I had to give me hope was his ability to hear me speak, but that might be the extent of his gifts. It might even be better if it was. Eryx could go on and live his life, a normal life, not one extended past its natural length like Ligia's or my own wretched existence. He could survive his youth and enjoy his old age and die happy.


  The Fates weren't so kind to him.


  The next time Eryx actually spoke to me, he was nearly a man, taller and broader through his chest and shoulders. His dark hair tousled easily into curls, and his face was slim and handsome. The whiteness of his eyes was barely noticeable when there were such riches to draw the gaze. I could not convey my appreciation, though. It wouldn't have been right, and he wasn't in the mood to listen anyway.


  He sat down at my feet, a gesture that reminded me poignantly of the child he had once been. His head dipped low, and one hand made trails through the dust. "My mother lost her temper today," he said finally, his voice so soft I could barely hear it. "With a servant. The plate she brought my mother's meal on was made of polished bronze, and Mother does not like to see her reflection. When she screamed, the girl groveled and begged for her life. But instead, Mother uncovered her head, and when the girl looked up, she turned to stone. Like you. But then… Mother broke her, pushed her down the steps. I felt her die as she crumbled into pieces." He looked up at me, eyes bright and wet.


  "It's the first time I've seen her do it. I know you said she did, but I hoped… I hoped it was something else. Anything else. An act of the gods, perhaps. I want to believe in reason, but there is no reason with this ability. There's only rage and fear and pettiness."


  I wanted to soothe him, but I couldn't think of anything to say. Eventually, he spoke again. "She wants to leave this place. Alexander is dead, and his empire will be broken into pieces. She thinks it isn't safe here."


  She's probably right.


  Eryx shrugged. "It doesn't matter if she is or not, I have to go with her. I haven't learned enough yet to free you."


  Oh, Hades. I should have been happy that he was still set on freeing me, but instead it just made my heart clench. I was tired of this existence, so tired. He could free us both much more easily. Break me instead.


  "What? No!" He surged to his feet and glared at my profile. "I'm not going to destroy you! I'm not going to be like her!"


  It would be a release, Eryx. The last few years alone had been almost unbearable. I couldn't imagine going back to that painful solitude.


  "No, Thanos." There were still hints of the child I had known in him, but the determination I saw now was completely adult and utterly serious. "I can do this," he swore. "I will free you. Just give me time to study. I'll save you."


  It would take a stronger man than me to deny the only person who had shown me any affection for hundreds of years. Study hard, I said at last.


  "I will." He reached out and put his hand on my upraised shoulder, and I could feel his warmth. "I'll come back as soon as I can." He bit his lip, weighing words in his head, before finally letting me go and walking away without saying anything else. The heat from his touch leeched away, and I was left alone again, and alone had never felt quite so much like despair.


  Seasons, years, all passed in a blur. I learned how to put myself into a state close to sleep, so watching the time go by wasn't as painful as it might have been. Occasionally people came, but none of them reached out to me, and I didn't even try to speak to them. I only came awake for Eryx, who appeared at irregular intervals and kept my soul alive when he did. Each time he tried something different to free me, and each time he failed, but I didn't really care all that much. I enjoyed his company, and he still seemed to enjoy mine.


  On his third visit, I finally did the math and realized… You aren't aging, are you?


  "That's one thing I did inherit from my mother," he said, building up a fire a few feet away. "Immortality, of a sort. I maintain my youth with herb lore I learned from my mother, but as for actually dying, I don't know that I can. I've come back from being stabbed several times, and poisoned once. I passed my hundredth year two months ago."


  Still just a baby.


  "Oh, no," he laughed. "I haven't been that for a very long time."


  Part of me will always think of you as that lonely little boy, Eryx.


  "I would much rather you think of me as a man," he said, and there was unmistakable heat in his voice. "I have wanted you like one for most of my life."


  I had almost forgotten what arousal felt like, that curling ribbon of sensation that coiled around my chest and groin. The novelty of it was extremely frustrating. Then you had better get me out of here, no?


  Eryx laughed. "I will."


  And so it went for centuries, for over a thousand years. My location was rural, the temple completely overgrown, and the only person I ever saw was Eryx. He came, he tried to free me, he failed. We spoke of alchemy and black magic, of new gods and new crimes. He brought me modern inventions to marvel at, things he found in distant lands or objects that he himself had created. He occasionally mentioned Ligia, still kicking in some far corner of the world. When he told me the world was actually round, I laughed and called him senile. When he proved it to me with an astrolabe, delighting in the science that he had always craved, the smug look on his face made me laugh all over again. It was a thin excuse for an existence, but bearable because Eryx came. It never occurred to me that anyone else would.


  I underestimated the Brits. Their empire made the world anew. Their coffers overflowed with foreign tribute, and their archeologists and treasure hunters stuck their noses into absolutely everything. One moment I was drowsing, covered over by vines and not unhappy with that, and the next my shade was being torn away. A man peered at me and exclaimed in a language I didn't understand, and before I could puzzle it out, men with hammers showed up.


  "I want only the best pieces of this frieze," I heard one of the men say, dressed in a strange, heavy-looking outfit. I didn't know exactly what he was saying, but I heard the intent, loud and clear, when one of the hammers got hefted in my direction.


  No no no! I thought as loudly as possible at the man in the suit. Tell your man to stop! I was speaking in mental Greek, of course. Despite my frantic pleas, I was pretty sure my end had come, but to my surprise, the suited man put a hand on the worker's shoulder.


  "Not here," he said slowly, looking at me with a slightly puzzled expression. "We'll take this section back with us."


  And that's how I ended up getting a place in the British Museum.


  All of a sudden, there were people everywhere. Men and women strolled down marble halls and admired artifacts from foreign nations, and I got my fair share of looks and exclamations. It turned out that English wasn't all that difficult to learn, and soon I could understand what they were saying. I was now on an island far, far away from Greece, and lucky to still be in one piece. I was seeing new things, really living for the first time in decades, and the only thing that could have made it better was… Well, okay, there were a lot of ways that this could have been better, but the only one I focused on was Eryx. He would return to Stageira and find me gone. If I had still prayed, I would have prayed for him to follow me here, but I didn't think it was necessary. After two thousand years, Eryx was probably one of the most resourceful men on the planet. He'd find me. And in the meantime…


  In the meantime, I learned things. I learned languages. I learned art. I learned that I could influence other people if I shouted at them loud enough. Even after pieces of the Parthenon came to rest here, and my exhibit became less popular, I still had enough visitors that I learned about the history of the British Empire, the names of all the Queen's children, and what the hilarious purpose of a bustle was. I could push the people who visited me to speak on certain subjects, and very gradually, I learned to read from the pamphlets they held in their hands. It was fun, actually.


  Eryx finally found me in the fall of 1945. England was still reeling from the war, and the museum was a quiet, nearly abandoned place. When I first saw him, I barely recognized him; he had a curving mustache and wore a bowler hat and dark glasses. He looked exhausted, nothing like the vibrant man I knew. When he stopped in front of me, with desperation and depression written in the lines of his face, I couldn't even think for a moment.


  "Thanos…" he whispered.


  Eryx? What happened to you?


  "Oh, God." He suddenly slumped down to the floor, and all I could do was watch as he began to weep. It hurt me to see him in so much pain.


  What? What's wrong?


  He didn't speak, he couldn't, and all I could do was push a sense of comfort toward him, the weight of the unending affection I felt for him. It didn't seem to help. He just cried harder, and I flashed back to the child he had been, so long ago, but so much more complicated now.


  Eventually, he began to speak, haltingly, and I learned that the last of his children had died in France last year, lost to one of the greatest and most tragic battles in human history. It was a strange revelation for me, to realize that for all the time that I had been trapped in stone, Eryx had been living in the world, loving and fighting and watching generations die in pain and glory. None of his offspring had inherited his immortality, and it wore on him. He was so much older than I in all the ways that mattered, and I felt helpless to make anything better. What did we share now, except an ancient promise and a strange, emotional interdependence? Hardly anything. Tiny pieces of history obscured by years of absence.


  I was on the verge of telling him to give up on me when he said, "I would have abandoned all hope then if I hadn't had you to come back to. You're the only thing that stays, Thanos." He sighed deeply, finally back in control. "I'm sorry this has taken so long. I never thought it would be like this. I thought I would discover the cure and bring you back in the first decade of my search." His chuckle was bitter. "I was so naïve in my youth."


  You were hopeful. There's nothing wrong with that.


  "I feel like I've lost most of my hope," he confessed, wiping his damp face with a handkerchief. Amazingly, no one else had come down the hall yet, but we couldn't count on that to last. "I was frantic when I went back and found the temple destroyed. I thought I had lost my chance with you."


  Do you really think there still is a chance?


  "Of course," he said, surprised by my question. There was the confidence I knew, there was the man I knew. "I've been experimenting on one of my mother's castoffs, a dog that bit her. I'm getting close, I know it."


  Excellent. We'll have to look out for the horse when you get it right, then. He's been trying to trample me for a long damn time, and it would be too ironic if you brought me back to life just in time to kiss his hoof with my face.


  He laughed, and this time it was a real laugh, not angry or hurt. "The horse is still alive, then? I never really knew, except for you. None of the others has spoken."


  There's life in the horse, a real presence. Mostly one I ignore, I said. The men… their bodies live within the stone, but their minds are gone. They've been gone since the beginning. And Diomedes is truly stone, no life inside of him, thankfully.


  "Did you love him?" Eryx asked.


  Yes, but not like I love you, I replied truthfully. Tell me more about your life since I saw you last. Tell me about your son.


  He sat at my feet, so reminiscent of the past that I tried to smile, and began to tell me about the boy who had died. If the few other people who passed by thought the tableau strange, they didn't say anything. Eryx came back every day for a week, and we spoke about everything, and he read me the paper and a slender volume of ecstatic poetry from the Middle East, first written over a thousand years ago and recently translated into English. The words were simple but evocative, and even better spoken in his murmuring baritone.


  When he left at last, it was reluctantly. "I'll have it the next time I come to you," he promised me.


  I'll be here.


  "Good." His long fingertips brushed over my back and shoulders, tender even through stone. "Good." Then he left me, strong and assured once more, and he didn't look back.


  ****


  My education never stopped, for which I was grateful. I learned about man travelling to the moon. I learned about the Cold War and Monty Python and the Beatles. Sadly, I even learned about reality TV and the Kardashians, which so put me off my game that I spent a month after that convincing a graduate student in modern literature to read Infinite Jest at my feet, just so I could recover some of my intelligence. I saw the realms of the gods come to life in cinema, and felt a pang of nostalgia for the days when the only theater we had sprang from our own imaginations as we listened to epic tales recounted in court or around a campfire. This new art was in some ways a lessening evolution for the human race, but I wasn't so opposed to it that I didn't watch The Avengers movie three times. Thank the gods for iPads and suggestible minds. And for Robert Downey, Jr. Yum.


  I was so busy keeping myself that way that, at first, I didn't notice the change my body was going through. It started at my feet, a sense of numbness that was so close to normal it was easy to overlook, and soon slowly spread up my legs. By the time the numbness reached my groin, I was well aware of it, but I had a sneaking suspicion that in this case, knowledge wasn't power. Knowing just made me feel resigned. It looked like the end was coming after all. Final death, in the form of ossification. I wasn't sure why it was happening, but I was annoyed that it was happening now and hadn't occurred during one of the centuries I'd spent frozen and alone and unstimulated. I hadn't even finished the latest season of Sherlock, which a friendly museum curator had the decency to watch while sitting on the bench next to me.


  The worst of it was, I hadn't seen Eryx in over sixty years. That wasn't long for the two of us, but at the rate I was solidifying, I would be long gone by the time he came to look in on me. I hadn't forgotten what he'd said to me the last time we'd spoken, the desperation in his voice and the neediness of his soul. I was important to him, and now I was going to leave him. I wasn't sure he would survive it. I didn't know for sure how an immortal died, but I was betting the Highlander method would work. The last thing I wanted, the last thing I had ever wanted, was to cause Eryx pain. And now I would anyway, and there was nothing I could do about it. I couldn't even reach out to him to say goodbye.


  It turned out I didn't have to go to him. By the time the numbness reached the middle of my back, Eryx had come to me. He looked dramatically different from the last time we'd met, more youthful, his black hair spiked and a short, trim goatee framing his beautiful lips. He had on dark-tinted glasses to hide his eyes and wore a dark pinstripe suit. It fit the sharpness of his movements as he came in with guns blazing and somehow commandeered my entire hallway in the name of "more accurate carbon dating using groundbreaking scientific techniques, and no, you can't watch, the process is still proprietary, and yes, I have permission for this, and if you have a problem with it, go fuck yourselves." Once he'd scared everyone else away, Eryx unbuttoned his jacket, ran a nervous hand through his hair and looked right at me. "Thanos?"


  Wow, you can be scary when you set your mind to it.


  He laughed, jittery with relief. "You should hear what my students say about me. You're still here." He set his hands on my shoulders, and the warmth seeped in, tender and possessive. "You're still alive."


  So far. Do you know why this is happening?


  "My mother. She's…" He turned his face away, swallowed, and then continued, "She's dead."


  Obviously, her death had deeply affected him despite the fact that Eryx and Ligia had never really gotten along. She was just as much of a constant in his life as I was, even if he didn't care for her in the same way.


  How?


  "I don't know, exactly. It seems that she just… she just let herself go. And now her magic is fading as well."


  Ah. Well, that made a sort of esoteric sense. Hence the reason I can't feel my toes.


  "Just your toes?" Eryx asked sharply.


  And everything below where your hands are.


  "Shit," he cursed. "Shit, shit, shit." He let me go and stepped back, opening a briefcase up and laying items out on a table he'd bullied someone into bringing him. He worked quickly, but his hands were trembling. More than once, he dropped something and fetched it with a grimace, as if every lost second pained him.


  I take it you've figured out how to get me out of here, then.


  "Yes," Eryx said immediately, but he didn't meet my eye. "I managed to restore the dog I was working on."


  But… I waited.


  Eryx glared down at the objects on the table. "But it was already dead by the time I changed it back. I don't know if this will work on someone still living; it takes a lot of effort."


  How so?


  "The physical component of the spell is easy. It just acts as a focus for the power I generate. In fact, my mother probably didn't even need a focus; her magic has always been stronger than mine. It's the rest of it that's hard. I blacked out after I freed the dog," he admitted. "I couldn't move for a few days."


  I don't want you hurting yourself for my sake.


  "Shut up!" Eryx snapped at me. "After so long, so much effort, don't even try to talk me out of it." His bluster was just a shield for his worry, and I knew that worry was all for me, not for himself. He wasn't sure this was going to work. If he'd been sure, he would have come before now. He began to smear the wall with a thick paste, so pungent that I could see the acid-sharpness of it hit his nose and make his nostrils flare.


  What makes generating the power so hard?


  "It takes everything," he said after a moment, spreading the paste around. "Everything I've got and more. Mentally, emotionally… it drains me. There's nothing of science in this, and you know how I feel about that."


  Pissed off, I supplied.


  "Yes," Eryx grinned. "Exactly." He stepped back and looked over his handiwork. "That should be enough," he murmured. He moved away as he wiped his hands clean, and then took a deep breath. "I need to focus. Don't interrupt me."


  No worries. Except there were worries, at least on my part, as I watched him start to sweat. He had magicked a dead dog free of its stone prison and been left prostrate for days. The man might be immortal, but I didn't want to risk giving him a stroke if I could help it. And he wasn't even sure that this was going to work.


  Actually, I felt certain it wouldn't if he kept at it like this. He was cool and disciplined and focused, but that wasn't how I remembered Ligia's magic. She had been wild and emotional and frenzied, and it had given her strength. Eryx detested losing control of himself, but I thought he needed to. So I started talking.


  Put some muscle into it. He didn't say anything, but his lips compressed tightly for a moment. Honestly, I've been waiting for thousands of years just to watch you bungle it at the end? At least pretend as if you've got the balls to make this work.


  "Shut up, Thanos," he ground out around clenched teeth.


  Maybe it would be better if you just gave up, I continued. I could feel the paste begin to heat up with the force of the will he was pouring into it. Then you can cry like a child at my feet when I'm gone for good.


  "Shut up!" he yelled, and when he opened his eyes, they were blazing from edge to edge, and there was a sibilance in his voice I had never heard before, like dry scales rubbing together in the darkness.


  No, no, it's better this way. I'm just one more in the long line of loves you couldn't save. I felt sick being so cruel to him, but he would only shrug off positive reinforcement. The paste became hotter, and I could feel it blaze against the stone skin of my shoulders and face. Or maybe I'll still be half-alive when you finally make it work, and then I can die in your arms. How very Greek tragedy of us.


  Eryx was angry, furious at me, I could see that, but he didn't stop. I felt disoriented, as if I were going to fall, even though I knew that was impossible. We were so close…


  I think if you truly loved me, I'd be yours already.


  That broke him. Eryx screamed with rage, the spell flared with wild energy, and the stone cracked and crumbled. In an instant, I was actually falling, moving for the first time in millennia, right onto the hard marble floor. My legs wouldn't hold me up, and it didn't help that one of my arms was taken up with holding a shield that I could finally feel the weight of again. The damn thing was heavy.


  Eryx fell on top of me and jerked me out of the way, just in time to avoid being run over by the horse that had been my constant companion for so long. It was also free now, and it emerged from the frieze with a vicious snort and took off at a dead run down the corridor, trailing the empty chariot tipped over onto its side. The riders, long gone, were still on the wall. So was Diomedes.


  We dumbly watched as the rampaging horse rounded the corner, and then Eryx was looking at me, anxious and outraged and still painfully hopeful. I sucked in my first breath of air, marveled for a moment at the sweetness of it, then croaked out, "Brilliant."


  "Oh, you bastard," Eryx growled, pulling me against his chest. "Why the hell did you do that to me?"


  "Remembered… your mother… was angry when she cast the original spell," I said. "You needed a… boost. Anger… worked."


  "And made me want to pound your insufferable arse into the ground."


  "You can do that… later," I leered. "Promise I'll… like it."


  Eryx stared at me for a long moment, his white eyes expressionless, and then he began to laugh helplessly. "Bastard," he repeated, but this time it was all affection. "We have to get out of here before they see what we've done."


  "Horse should… clue them in."


  "I'm sure it will, although I've no idea how they'll explain it. Can you feel your legs?"


  I flexed my toes experimentally. Pins and needles were creeping down my limbs, and it was both painful and remarkable-feeling at the same time. "A little."


  "I can help you," Eryx promised me. "I've got spare clothes with me, not that the leather loincloth isn't very fetching on you." He stared a moment longer, considering, and then leaned forward and kissed me.


  Oh, gods! The feel of his lips was sweeter than air, than life, than anything I could remember. He was close and warm and tender and adoring, and he showed me everything he felt in one, simple kiss. I arched under him, desperate for more and drowning in too much all at once, and I knew that if I could actually feel it, my cock would be aching and ready for him. As it was, I was reeling when he pulled away, sucking in air and following him back for more despite that.


  Eryx laughed again, and it was almost as carefree as the sound he had made as a young man, unfettered by time and loss and memory. He looked incredibly smug, blissful in his joy, almost as joyous as I felt. "We have to go now," was what he said next, but I felt all the layers of that simple sentence and smiled back at him.


  "We can do that," I agreed. "We can do everything."


  And lucky me, we did do everything. Or at least, everything we could at the time. It turns out that once you've been pulled out of a stone wall after two thousand years, the first thing to come back is your libido. Fast. We didn't even make it out of the museum before I was dragging Eryx off to the bathroom to blow him. I distracted him by telling him I needed to change clothes, and I did, after I'd sucked his cock down my throat and made a mess coming all over my leathers when he let loose. I straddled him in the taxi we took to his hotel and rutted against him until we both came again (not even the novelty of actually being in an automobile could win against the seductive pleasure of an orgasm).


  The shower… all right, that was honestly distracting enough all on its own that I was able to get through it without molesting Eryx. I let him build his strength up instead. Apparently, he hadn't been with anyone as motivated as me in quite some time, and if I had things the way I envisioned them, he would only be with me from here on out, as long as I lived. I wasn't thinking too much about that; those were later thoughts for a later time, when I wasn't learning how incredible it was that hot water could come out of the wall just by turning a knob. One twist and bam, there you had it. Amazing. Getting clean was almost as blissful as being with Eryx. Almost.


  Soon, he was laid out on his stomach on the most comfortable bed in the history of my life, moaning beautifully as I licked a path down his spine and between his cheeks. I tasted his tiny, furled hole and considered working Eryx open with my tongue, but that was likely to take way more patience than I possessed. I took the slippery plastic bottle of clear liquid he passed me and poured some onto my fingers. A strong, sweet smell filled the air. I sniffed my hand, and then looked at the bottle.


  "Is this actually made from a fruit?"


  "What?" Eryx gasped, on edge, and getting frustrated with my suddenly slow pace. "Is… what are you thinking about?"


  "This stuff. It says cherry flavored. Is it really made from cherries?" I stuck one of my fingers in my mouth and grimaced at the taste. "Guh, and why is that a good thing if they taste like this?"


  "Thanos, I will tell you whatever you want to know about lube later, but for now, hurry the fuck up and push inside of me!"


  I was a good soldier; I knew when to obey. I worked my fingers one at a time into his clenching body, not really slow, but steady, persistent. They were sucked into his velvet heat, beautiful, straining to accept me. I didn't have it in me to go slow, and Eryx didn't ask, just accepted my brisk pace with soft moans and whimpers. I raised his hips up and pressed a kiss to his back as I pushed inside, and then both of us were moaning. He was… it was sensation carried to its sharpest degree, a pleasure so fierce it was almost painful. He was tightness and heat and delicious sound, and he gave all of himself to me. I moved, and he moved to follow, wanting, greedy. I pushed back in, and he met me, hard and jarring. There was nothing smooth or gentle about our coupling, but the violence of it was a part of its perfection. There would be time for the tenderness that existed between us later. Now was for fucking.


  There were no words, not in any explicit language. The room echoed with the sounds of our bodies beating against each other, harsh breaths and incoherent cries. I finally forced Eryx to still with my hands on his hips and just used him—hard, losing myself to the grip of his ass around my cock. I didn't even touch him, but I didn't need to. He came before I did, his hands still gripping the headboard of our fabulous bed, crying out hoarsely with the exhausted, aching pleasure of his third orgasm of the night. I came right after him, my eyes stinging from sweat as I curled over his back and thrust as deep as I could, my release washing over me.


  Eryx came back to himself before I did. By the time I was conscious again, we were clean, and he lay on his side and looked at me with a deeply satisfied expression. "If I were a great sorcerer," he said softly, "I would freeze us now, just like this, so we could always be this happy together."


  I heard the wistful note in his voice, and I knew he was thinking about the long years of waiting, the deaths of family and friends, and the uncertainty of the future. All of those things were important, but it still wasn't time for later thoughts. Now was a time for simple things.


  "So," I said, propping my head on my arm and looking into his pure white eyes, "talk to me about cherries."


  THE END
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  Want more?


  If you enjoyed these stories and want more, be sure to look for the other nine volumes in the Love Is Always Write Anthology series, as well as the special bonus volume featuring three novel-length stories, available for free download at www.Goodreads.com
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