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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 Four.


  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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  Ebook Layout and Navigation


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


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


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


  www.goodreads.com/group/show/20149-m-m-romance.
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  I must have been on a new papa high! Whatever made me think I could prepare a gourmet christening dinner for our new baby girl? I hope he comes back with the christening cake soon--why is he calling me now? It's getting late…hey babe! What do you mean my baby craziness is freaking you out? What do you mean you need some 'me' time?? What do you mean you're at the airport??


  ~ Urbanista
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  GOODBYE PHILLIP


  by: Summer Devon


  STEFAN


  Phillip hung up. The goddamn coward.


  Stefan was a fabulous multi-tasker, which meant he could stand and listen to the dial tone, panic, jiggle the baby on his shoulder, stare into the steam rising from the reduction he was making for the pasta's sauce—and he could scream, very, very quietly. His life might have come crashing down, but there was no point in startling the baby.


  Airport. Airport. Planes. Some of Phillip's words came to Stefan through the fog of shock, and he realized his lover was off on a damned plane, bound for the Caribbean Islands. Probably the very resort where they'd met during that hot, glorious vacation four years ago.


  Shit.


  Emily turned her head and rooted at Stefan's shoulder, making small grunts. Double shit. She'd soon want a bottle.


  The world was ending. His life had turned upside-down. And the baby needed to be fed. No, wait, this was good. It brought him back to what mattered.


  He turned off every single burner until he remembered he'd need one for the formula. As he warmed the bottle, he made idiotic hushing sounds that seemed to help him a little but the baby not at all.


  Emily's wriggles and grunts turned into full rage. She and Stefan raged together as they stood waiting for the bottle to warm.


  He was sort of surprised to discover he cried right along with her. Because what wasn't particularly surprising: Phillip taking off. He'd been drifting away for a long time, starting about the time he and Stefan moved in together. Stefan supposed he wasn't the first fool to think a baby could save a relationship.


  "It's not your fault," he told Emily. "He blames you, but don't listen to him."


  He tested the bottle and carried it and her over to the big rocking chair in the corner of the kitchen. She whimpered and her misery seemed like a kick in his guts.


  They settled, and he could feel her relief in her loosening muscles as she hungrily sucked. Maybe Phillip had taken off for a good reason, he thought as Emily's little fingers curled around his thumb. Yeah, and maybe Phillip was an asshole.


  "Can you believe it? He's immature. That's it. All that 'You don't pay attention to me. You want her more than you want us.' Us was supposed to be all three of us. Dickhead," Stefan said.


  Emily stared up as if he was fascinating. Her round green eyes seemed so bright they shone and the way the cowlick of fine hair at the top of her head pointed straight up just about killed him. He sighed with the pleasure of looking at her.


  "Don't take it personally, doll-face. He hated it when I paid too much attention to other people, not just you. Although I have to admit, it's true, baby girl, you do require more care than many people. Hey, now, now, that's absolutely fine, just exactly what you baby-types are supposed to do. Don't feel bad. Yes, you do need lots and lots and lots of attention, you little sweet sweetie-pie." Stefan usually made an effort to talk to her as if she was a person, but damned if he didn't lapse into baby talk.


  She blinked up. She stopped sucking for a second, her mouth went slack as she studied his face, and her lips curled up. Not gas. Not a passing grimace. A real honest-to-god smile, complete with milk dribbling from between toothless gums.


  "Look at you! You are the smartest baby in the whole world! Hey, look at that smile!" Stefan called and then remembered there was no one who'd hear.


  Phillip was gone, and once he took off, he didn't look back. Stefan's heart hurt even while he grinned back at their baby. His baby now. Wow, she had a gorgeous smile.


  There was no one to tell. Except, uh oh—that wasn't true. The guests would show up in an hour. The ceremony would take place soon after that. Too late to put this off, and so the party would go on despite the fact that Phillip had flown away from them.


  Why hadn't the bastard waited until tomorrow? Phillip knew how much work Stefan had put into the christening and how important it was to him…and, okay, that had to be exactly why he hadn't waited.


  Stefan hauled in a deep breath and stared around the kitchen. He'd done a pretty good job of preparing, so there was only the sauce and the cake.


  Yeah, but the cake wasn't going to happen.


  Shit-shit-shit. He should have made it himself. He should never have moved in with Phillip. He should never have pushed to make a family. Maybe if Stefan hadn't found Mellady at the food co-op, Phillip would still be here, but that was a worthless thought. Meeting Mellady meant they got Emily, and getting that baby was the best deal Stefan had ever struck.


  "You're worth it, but what the fu—I mean what are we going to do, Emily?" She sucked at the bottle and absently squeezed his finger. "Okay, yes, honey, you're right. No panicking. No regrets. We'll do this minute by minute here. That's how we'll live life. You're good at that. Any advice?"


  Her eyes began to close as she headed toward milk stupor. No helpful advice from Emily. So he gave the answer for her. "Live in the now, Dad. And at this moment we need that cake. " He considered calling Cat, his ex-roomie, but she would demand to hear all the details about Phillip and then explain one more time that Stefan should have listened to her. He hated it when she was right. And he didn't have time to talk.


  He made a list of everything left to do. He'd put Emily into a front pack to get it all done. No time to get the cake, so he would have to pick up the order tomorrow. He'd put it in the freezer where it would be a reverse wedding cake, a constant reminder of Phillip and his assholiness.


  Stefan wrestled with a lump of baby and the snuggly, got her in place, and went back to work. And of course, multi-tasker Stefan could obsess over Phillip as he chopped.


  Maybe it was his fault Phillip left. Maybe Stefan could have toned down some of the baby craziness. He could have maybe stopped trying to force Phillip to take an interest in baby clothes. Or he could have made this celebration a little less of an event.


  They could have gotten a few pizzas, invited a couple of friends. But why not go fancy now and then?


  Stefan loved a good party. He loved having a baby. And damn, he didn't mind adjusting his life to fit a partner. He'd let Phillip move the damned billiards table into the family room along with the massive media center.


  Stefan had made compromises. He did nearly all the cooking and cleaning after the baby arrived. At the time, it felt like he'd been negotiating with a parent: I promise to clean up after the puppy if we get one. That should have been a hint. Emily had been his baby, not truly theirs. Except that Phillip had said more than once that he wanted a baby and a family.


  So maybe it wasn't the party or Stefan's enthusiasm for their new family that made Phillip pack his bags and go. He simply didn't love Stefan.


  What a bastard.


  The fact that pure rage poured through Stefan had to be a good sign, right? Wasn't he supposed to feel brokenhearted? Instead, he wanted to kick Phillip in the balls and tell him he was a coward and an idiot. "You and I are a great package," Stefan told the sleeping baby. "Especially since you'll learn to sleep through the night any time now, right? We made a deal on that one."


  He took several long breaths and focused on the here-and-now. The house was gorgeous. The afternoon sunlight filled the kitchen as he finished the sauce, made the salad dressing and the topping for the last finger food. The plates and cutlery were arranged on the well-ironed linen cloth in the dining room.


  He hadn't gotten wine or beer for Phillip's sake. If Phillip was heading back to that island, chances were he'd be soused within twenty-four hours. Three years of sobriety down the tubes. Poor guy. For the first time, Stefan felt a moment's pity for his partner—ex-partner. But he liked being angry better and reverted to growling about Phillip.


  The doorbell rang.


  Mellady stood on the mat, early again. She'd had Emily two weeks early. Spiky haired and skinny now, she jigged up and down on the balls of her feet as she waited.


  A man stood behind her. She hadn't had a boyfriend when she had given birth.


  She hadn't kept in touch, but she'd wanted to know what was going on with the baby so Stefan had sent an invite. This would be the first time she'd see the baby since the birth.


  Stefan hesitated before opening the door. Maybe inviting her had been a really bad idea—even before Phillip had fled the scene.


  She smiled at the man behind her and Stefan thought she looked happy. Nice to know she'd gotten on with her life. She looked good, even with her patched jeans and purposefully ripped poet shirt. And wow, she lucked out on the man department.


  Stefan opened the door. She bounced in, kissed him on the cheek and gave Emily a tiny pat on the back. After a long pause, the boyfriend followed. He was well-dressed and at least ten years older than Mellady, about Stefan's age. He scowled at Stefan, then stared pointedly at his chest where Emily slept. Uh-oh. A homophobe boyfriend.


  Worse, he looked vaguely familiar with the dark hair, slight indentation in the chin and the green eyes. Stefan's gut clenched as he figured out who he resembled. Was this Emily's father? Mellady said the father wasn't in the picture.


  Stefan tamped down the panic and gave Mellady a sideways hug while sending up a prayer: Please, no. Don't let this be the father here to make a stink. Stefan wondered if he could call the lawyer before saying hello to this new guest .


  GREG


  Having a mother like China, Greg knew crazy, but Mellady had recently proved she could break the standard of ridiculous previously set by their mother.


  He'd been in the US for a week but flew west the day after he'd gotten the email from their oldest sister Jeenie. He'd gone to Mellady's apartment immediately, and she'd confirmed it.


  "Yeah. While you were gone over a whole year, I had a baby. I didn't want to tell you or you'd just get on a plane and give me shit."


  "You're damned right I would. But I'd have helped, and--"


  "You always moaned about Mom having too many babies too young. I got pregnant by accident, but I'm telling you, I get what she meant. I like feeling that life inside me too. I love it."


  He groaned and covered his face with both hands, and she slapped his hand.


  "I'm not dumb enough to keep a baby. I like my life just fine. And really, the family I gave her to is just wonderful. You'll love them."


  He should have known the way she'd emphasized love that she had something in mind. "You'll come with me and meet her."


  "Who?"


  "The baby, of course. She's so precious."


  Then how could you give her away, he wanted to ask again but didn't, because giving that child away was the one sane thing Mellady had done in the last year or so. He chewed on his lip and examined his happy, eighteen-year-old sister. She was fine. But the weight of worry for her lay inside him the way it always had.


  "What did Jeff say?"


  "Why would he have anything to say?"


  "Wasn't he the father?"


  But of course he wasn't. She hadn't told him about that breakup either. The father was a guy she'd picked up in a goddamn bar.


  "I didn't mean to get pregnant, but it was wonderful. I could feel one with the earth." He tuned out the rest of her babbling and tried to remove that rock in his chest, the one composed of guilt and sorrow. He had a niece he'd never meet, hadn't even known about. He tuned back in when she talked about how it had been hard to say goodbye to the squalling baby. "But I'm fine now. I promise."


  His sister had gone through the whole thing without him.


  Mellady said, "But seriously, now that you're back in the US, you can come to her celebration party."


  "Her what?" Hippies, he thought. She'd given the baby to New Age hippies.


  "They're dedicating her, and I'm invited."


  "You are?"


  "Sure. I'm telling you, you'll love the family. Come with me. You know you want to."


  He did.


  Greg knew some people had rotten childhoods. He and his siblings were never truly unhappy, but it hadn't been easy, not with China as a mom. He'd spent way too much time tending the younger kids.


  He didn't do the whiny poor-me thing, and anyway, he had plenty of compensations, like the fact that his siblings turned out okay and he had a lot to do with it. He felt pride when he signed onto the Internet and read about their happy lives, although some of that had been a lie. The Mellady-shaped guilt slipped back for a few seconds, but he dismissed it.


  He didn't get to see the sibs in person much, and had made up the difference by sending back a lot of money, but that was okay. He had a good retirement plan and no one to share it with. Yup, he had a good life. And he'd already made plans to change it for the better.


  He should be glad that Mellady had managed on her own. She'd even managed to stay in school through most of the last year. It was stupid that after the fact, he felt bereft, like he'd been deprived. He should have been glad to miss the drama, as long as she'd done okay. And she had, he reminded himself as he glanced at her slim form. Though maybe she should eat more.


  As he drove through the winding streets of the suburb, he said, "So tell me about the baby's mom and dad."


  She fiddled with the laces of her Doc Martens. Whenever she got nervous she fiddled with something. That's why her dark-painted nails were so short. "Ah, it's the baby's papa and dad."


  "What the fuck?"


  "Two guys adopted her. You will love them."


  Oh, so that was it. She wanted him to see happy gay guys. No wonder she had that crafty look in her eye and insisted he come to this event.


  "Listen. To. Me. I'm happy with my life," he told her for the umpteenth time.


  "You hide."


  "I don't hide, I just don't share. I don't think it's anyone's business, including yours, dammit."


  "Take that scowl off your face. It makes you look like Perry Mason when Hamilton Burger made a stupid remark in the courtroom. Although I guess you're not as fat as Raymond Burr." Her elfin face wrinkled in thought.


  She'd been watching ancient television shows for some college class. At least she didn't compare him to that guy in Father Knows Best or Gilligan's Island.


  "You're trying to change the subject."


  "Yup. And now we're here. Try not to be an asshole."


  Right.


  The baby's new family's house was a big rambling white thing with a porch and a good front yard. Okay, the kid would have room to grow. Better than China and her brood managed. Seven kids and they usually lived in apartments.


  The guy who opened the door was a mess. He was a couple inches shorter than Greg's own solid 6 foot frame, had dark, tousled hair, a stained blue denim shirt over a plain white undershirt, and a baby in a sling. He sure didn't look like he'd been expecting company.


  The baby-holder looked Greg up and down, an expression of loathing on his face, as if Greg was the one with the smear of baby gunk on him. Not for years, and certainly never on his crisp business shirt. Greg forced himself to meet the guy's brown eyes for a second, but then he was drawn to the fuzzy head peeking over the top of the baby sling.


  The guy holding Greg's niece gave Mellady a half-hug and stepped back to let them in. That baby on his chest was Greg's flesh and blood. He should be the one holding the baby. He felt a flash of resentment, as if the guy had come into their lives and stolen something, even if Mellady was the fool who'd given it away.


  And this was particularly stupid because he wanted nothing to do with taking care of kids. He'd paid his dues.


  As Greg stared at the bump on the guy's chest, something waggled in his peripheral vision. Oh, the guy had put out his hand.


  "I'm Stefan."


  Italian? Maybe. "Greg."


  Stefan had good strong hands. A good, strong face. And Greg had already noticed those eyes. He didn't want to be attracted to him, but it didn't help that Stefan had lost the wariness and seemed to have real warmth in eyes. Despite the wide smile, Stefan looked exhausted, or sad.


  Mellady had wandered into the house without being asked. "You're all set up," she said, sounding delighted. "The place smells great. I thought for a minute we'd picked the wrong day, because you don't look ready for a party."


  Stefan glanced over his shoulder at Greg before following Mellady. "Yeah. I am. I will be."


  Mellady kept wandering. The girl had no manners. Greg trailed after them both, looking around at the large, airy room filled with plain wooden furniture. Mission style he thought it might be called. In the room next to this one, a huge billiard table took up most of the space. It had a changing pad on it and no sign of the balls or cues.


  "We're early?" he asked Stefan.


  He shook his head and gave a laugh that sounded forced. "A bit but I'm just not ready. You know, life with a baby isn't always smooth-running. Not that I'm complaining," he said quickly. "I love Emily."


  "It's spelled E-M-I-L-Y" Mellady said, grinning at Greg. She always teased him about how much he wanted to blend in. The girl spent most of her life teasing him.


  "Nice name." Since Greg spent his early life spelling his name, he appreciated normal. His mother liked messing with names—changing a vowel here and there, or adding an extra consonant. He'd started life as Graggery.


  Mellady loved her name and sometimes added an apostrophe.


  "So where's Phillip?" Mellady called from the kitchen.


  "Ah, well." Stefan put a hand protectively on the baby's back. Greg couldn't help staring at the hand that almost completely covered the small body. Strong, tanned and with a light sprinkling of hair, that was the hand of a worker, not an office clerk. At least Greg could pretend he gawked at the baby.


  "Phillip's your, um, husband?" He tried to say it casually, but he still wasn't used to the idea of two husbands.


  Stefan's brows drew together. "No," was all he said.


  His nervousness told Greg something was really wrong. Greg, who had a nose for these things, wondered if they were going to stumble over a corpse in the kitchen. Mellady gave him a scowl and mouthed, Remember. No asshole.


  She was ten years younger than he was, he basically supported her, but she still managed to treat him with a kind of disrespect the older kids didn't attempt with him.


  She was his favorite. And she hadn't called him when she was in trouble. It still hurt.


  They went into the kitchen. Nobody on the floor, just really delicious scents, and his stomach rumbled. Something roasted in the oven, and whatever it was smelled amazing.


  "What can we do to help?" Mellady said. "Want me to take Junior?"


  Stefan glanced down at the baby, then at the stove. He obviously didn't like cooking with a baby attached to him, but Greg could tell he didn't want either of them to get their mitts on the baby.


  "No, that's fine. Thanks. I guess you can carry the platters out." He pointed to a huge stainless steel refrigerator with a single magnet on it—a picture of the squashy face of a newborn Emily.


  Greg opened it and found platters of amazing food—beautiful displays of fruit and some kind of dip.


  "You must have spent a bundle on the caterer." It was practically the first thing he'd said, and even he could hear the snark in his voice.


  "I made it. The only thing I don't have is the cake." Stefan began shifting foot to foot.


  Greg hauled out a platter. "Where does this go?"


  "Out in the dining room on the sideboard. That's good. I have trivets for the hot stuff, so you can put the cold things anywhere."


  When Greg got back, Stefan was busy at the stove, dexterously whisking something.


  "Are you a chef?"


  "No. I was, but I didn't do well with the long hours and crappy conditions. These days, I work from home. I do some food photography, and I write articles and other freelance work."


  That made sense.


  "Amazing you're not fat," Mellady said. "I'm so jealous."


  Greg couldn't help glancing at the figure again. Stefan was trim, lean, and Greg felt the other hunger rise in him.


  Stefan turned to smile at her. "I've got good metabolism, and I don't get hungry when I cook."


  Greg wondered if Mellady would ever look at the baby, but she seemed uninterested in Emily. She wandered over and picked up a carrot piece. She crunched on it. "So where's Phillip?"


  ****


  STEFAN


  He had to get used to telling people the truth, but he wished the first time wasn't with Emily's mother and perhaps her father. He had to swallow his fear and the questions. Are you here to take her away from me? I'm not letting her go without a fight. I'll spend every penny I've got to keep her.


  Thanks to his hit cookbook and some good investments he'd made back when he was a student, not to mention the money his parents had left him, he had enough pennies to fight back.


  He cleared his throat. "Um. Phillip is gone." He chickened out and didn't add "Forever."


  "He is?" Mellady put down the carrot and frowned. "But you two are such a great couple. I don't understand."


  She glanced at Greg as if he might have something to say about it. He did. "So you're on your own? That's hard, especially with a new baby."


  "I can handle it," Stefan snapped, then ordered himself to stop freaking out. He managed a less aggressive: "I can hire help if I get overwhelmed."


  "Yeah? You think that'll make up for the fact that one of her parents has taken off?"


  Wow, Greg was turning out to be an asshole, but then Stefan saw Mellady's face had gone grim, and he remembered she was the daughter of a single mother who, from the conversations they'd had about her background, was not much of a parent.


  Mellady was dependent on an older brother. What was the name she'd said…? Oh, shit. He got it now. The name, the face, the whole thing dropped into place. But he wasn't going to say anything to the two of them. Let them tell him about Uncle Greg if they wanted to.


  He calmed himself down. "I think Emily and I will be fine. No, I'm sure of it. I work at home. We have enough money."


  The adoption had been finalized. He didn't need to panic. This wasn't Emily's father in front of him.


  Greg, the jerk uncle, gave a huff of annoyance. He jammed his hands into his jacket pockets and looked around the place, frowning. The inspection he gave reminded Stefan of the adoption home inspection, and he grimaced as he remembered that the social worker was coming soon too.


  But he'd steadied himself enough to sound reasonable. He hoped. "Look. I wish Phillip had stuck around, but he didn't. I will. I promise you, I will be a loving parent to Emily for as long as I live."


  "It's just so disappointing," Mellady said. "I was certain I'd made the right choice with you two."


  Stefan felt slightly sick again.


  Shockingly, Greg offered relief. "I guess now isn't the right time to talk about it, huh? Judging by the amount of food you made and the stack of plates, a lot of people are about to show up."


  Stefan could delay the panic after all. "You're right. Thank you both for your help."


  They got back to hauling out the food, and Stefan sighed with relief as the sauce for the vegetable roast didn't curdle. He carefully put together the last thing to go out, a salad. Greg the uncle stared at it. "What is that white stuff?"


  "Tofu."


  Greg's nose wrinkle reminded Stefan of Emily when she was in a bad mood. "That's what I thought."


  Stefan opened the two bottles of wine he'd kept hidden in the linen closet for cooking and prayed they'd have a glass and calm down. He was having a hard enough time accepting the fact that Phillip was gone. He didn't need someone else's dismay and disappointment to cope with. Later on, maybe.


  Stefan ran off to change clothes, fast, hauling Emily with him. He didn't like leaving those two out there as the last-minute setup. They spoke in low voices, but he caught the words "Phillip" and, a minute later, "Should I tell him?"


  Back out in the tense company of brother and sister, and their stares, he crooned to Emily. When that didn't work, he imagined what it would be like to strip the clothes off her uncle. Greg's gray suit wasn't fancy but it reeked of money—and the perfect way that jacket fit his shoulders. He had on cufflinks and Stefan imagined slipping them out and peeling the shirt off that muscular body.


  Nothing like having fantasies under awkward social circumstances to make a person feel more in control. Trouble was, as Stefan watched the dangerous Greg sideways, the appeal of the guy disrupted vital brain circuits. He missed Mellady's question.


  "Pardon?" Stefan asked.


  "I'm not sure that I told you about Greg?"


  "Yes, you did. Overprotective older brother."


  Greg snorted. "Yeah, she told you about me. Not overprotective enough, I guess."


  That sounded ominous. Stefan jumped when the doorbell rang again.


  Unfortunately it was a few of Phillip's work buddies. He must have forgotten to let them know he was going to skip out of Stefan's and Emily's lives.


  "He's gone to which islands?" asked Dennis, who'd always smirked whenever he saw Phillip and Stefan together.


  "The Caribbean. Somewhere." Stefan felt stupid. Cluelessness and the lack of sleep due to Emily's late-night waking spells had left him shorter tempered than usual.


  Dennis began to laugh. "Left you in the lurch, huh? An abandoned woman."


  Stefan had to stop himself from tackling the dumb son-of-a-bitch and pummeling him. A baby on his front helped restrain him. So did a quick glance at Uncle Greg, who watched with a flat expression in his green eyes.


  Greg looked dangerous, and Stefan recalled he was some kind of contractor. Mellady didn't say exactly what that meant, but he traveled around the world doing a consulting gig. Oil rig construction? No, some other kind of energy expert consulting with governments and the private sector about conservation. Or something. Not a mercenary contractor, despite those broad shoulders and short hair-cut.


  Rather than pummeling the asshole, Dennis, Stefan went with a sad attempt at humor—and babbling. "If I was a woman, I'd have the right equipment to feed her. But I'm going to have to go find her some formula. I'll be right back. Help yourselves. Mellady, could you answer the door? And I have to get the drinks all around. Not just for the guest of honor."


  He'd bring out the pitchers of exotic fruit concoctions. No alcohol, of course. And he'd do his best not to empty it on Dennis's head.


  Emily began rooting again. And when was the last time she'd had a diaper change? In the kitchen, Stefan hauled her out of the pack and felt the soggy heaviness.


  Greg stood behind him. He moved silently. "I can take her if you want."


  "No!" Stefan didn't mean to sound so alarmed.


  Greg's smile made him look younger even with the crinkles at the corners of his eyes. "I promise not to steal her."


  The guy had to be a mind-reader. "No big deal. She needs a change, and I'll just do that, then get the bottle."


  "I can handle ugly diapers. I don't love them, but I'm not scared of them." Uncle Greg was practically friendly now, though Stefan didn't feel reassured. But then the larger man reached over and a second later, Emily was out of Stefan's arms, and draped over Greg's shoulder.


  "You have to support her head." Stefan watched the cavalier way he handled the baby and had to hold back a stronger protest.


  "She's what, three months? She's fine. Where's her room?"


  "Down the hall. I'll get her bottle ready."


  Greg left, holding the baby like a sack of grain. He wouldn't just walk out of the house with her. If he did, well…Stefan knew where Mellady lived.


  If Greg didn't get back into that kitchen in five minutes, Stefan would go after him.


  Stefan slapped down the bread and sawed off pieces, smeared them with the goat-cheese-and-chick-pea topping, and threw the sheet of them into the oven to brown. A good bit of aggressive prep work.


  Phillip's friends could wait a few minutes. They'd probably quiz Mellady and find out she was Emily's mother, but he didn't have a problem with that.


  He did have a problem with Emily's uncle acting as if he was…well. Emily's uncle.


  As Stefan finished squeezing lemons into the pitcher of Arnold Palmer, Greg came back into the kitchen and squatted next to the little leaning sling-back chair thing someone had given Emily. He tossed aside the head support and strapped her in. The baby began to whimper.


  Stefan wanted to go to her, but his hands were covered with lemon juice. "Pick her up. Pick her up!"


  "Naw, she's fine." Greg bounced the seat lightly with the heel of his well-polished leather shoe. His foot was less than six inches from her face. But far worse was the sight of Emily's face going red as she wailed.


  "Oh, no. She's screaming." Stefan rushed to the sink and washed his hands, but by the time he made it over to the seat, Emily's eyes had drifted shut.


  "See? I told you. Nap time," Greg said.


  Stefan stared down at the baby. She'd never managed to fall asleep without much bouncing and singing. "How did you know?"


  "She yawned a couple of times as I changed her. What can I do to help?"


  Stefan sent him out with the drinks and the last of the savory roll ups. He was arranging the toasted French bread pieces when Greg came back.


  "You got another couple of people out there. They want to know about Phillip, and Mellady's telling them he's fled the country."


  Stefan sank against the counter and groaned. "I guess I should be glad there won't be a lot of speculation. It's out in the open right away."


  Greg, supremely unconcerned, twisted around, looking at the tiled floor, the floor to ceiling cherry cabinets and the granite countertops. "This is a great kitchen. New, eh? Must have cost a bundle to build it."


  Was he fishing for money figures? Maybe he'd try to get cash in exchange for not making a fuss. Pay me, and I won't try to yank Emily from you.


  "I built most of it myself," Stefan said coolly. "So no, it didn't cost as much as you'd think."


  Greg's deep-set eyes widened. "Really? You do good work."


  "I was a carpenter and cabinetmaker right after college." Stefan crouched by Emily. "I'm afraid to move her and wake her up."


  "So don't move her. If she starts to wail, we'll hear her in the next room."


  No way. It would be too noisy with the guests now. What if she cried and he didn't hear her? Stefan scooped up the bouncy seat and walked into the dining room.


  Fifteen people stood in a circle. They burst into applause as he came in. Emily started, her eyelids fluttered, but she eased back and fell asleep again.


  Stefan gingerly put the seat on the billiard table, which he could see from the dining room, holding his breath as he lowered her, then straightened. Greg watched him with a grin. Well, at least he didn't resent the fact that Stefan totally ignored his advice.


  Stefan walked around the room filled with his friends and Phillip's coworkers, shaking hands, hugging people, explaining once again that, yes, Phillip wasn't going to be here.


  He wondered if he could wait until everyone had arrived to make a big announcement. I don't know where he is. I don't actually give a damn either.


  As he talked and laughed with everyone, he realized that was mostly true. He didn't miss Phillip. And neither did most of the people at the event. Except for Stefan and the work-buddies, Phillip didn't have a lot of friends at the moment. He'd make more fast. He was good at making them—and sloughing them off.


  Maybe sheer anger was the only thing that kept his sense of loss at bay, but Stefan doubted it. Phillip's timing was for shit, but he hadn't been wrong. He and Stefan had been over for a while. They hadn't even really been friends for the last few months. Only Emily had kept Stefan asking too many questions about their life together.


  He got through the hour before the ceremony with more ease than he'd have guessed. And then Danny, the officiant, rose to her feet and began the welcome to Emily.


  There was a flower, some salt, and other little items on Danny's tray. The service lasted for fifteen minutes as they dedicated Emily to love and the community. Cat and Janet were the godmothers and Jacob the semi-godfather. Everyone laughed when Jacob promised to be a good godparent once the kid got through puberty .


  It wasn't exactly the sort of christening Stefan had wanted—he preferred something in an actual church—but this was a compromise he'd arranged for religious-phobic Phillip. And, it turned out, the service was perfect. Emily slept through it, even when Danny dribbled the water on her head.


  At the end, everyone applauded. Soon after, many of the guests began to leave, including Phillip's friends, but about ten people hung around, talking and laughing. Even without Phillip, the party was a success.


  Danny went to the bedroom to change out of her vestments.


  Stefan, carrying the last pitcher of Spring Fever from the kitchen, heard Greg speak in a low voice to Mellady. "What was that?"


  "I think it's called a dedication ceremony. Wasn't the bit thanking me sweet? I loved it."


  "Yeah, I got that. Very nice. I mean Danny. Is he a man or a woman?"


  "Oh for god's sake." Over her brother's shoulder, she caught Stefan's gaze—but for only a second. Her voice was slightly louder as she said, "I can't believe you of all people are intolerant."


  "I'm not intolerant, just…" Greg waved a hand. "I'm just not used to it, okay? Call it culture shock. That's not the same thing."


  "So you say. But I'd think a gay guy would be a little less prone to criticism of out of the mainstream choices."


  Oho, so that was interesting. And Mellady definitely met Stefan's stare then. He rolled his eyes in return. Message delivered. Her brother was gay. Probably an idiot and careless with the baby, but gay. And hot.


  Stefan cleared his throat and took a couple of steps closer to them so Greg would notice him. "Danny identifies as a woman. So that's what she is."


  Greg turned to him and frowned. "See? That's all I was asking. I don't know the rules, so I have to ask, right?"


  "Honestly, you could just figure it out by listening. There's no need to sound ignorant," Mellady scolded.


  Greg's natural scowl relaxed into a smile. "Are you kidding? And miss the chance to annoy you by asking?"


  Stefan couldn't help grinning. He and Greg looked at each other. The traces of Greg's smile vanished, though the laugh lines still touched the corners of his eyes as he examined Stefan.


  "You heard all that?" Greg said in a low voice.


  "You mean that you're a homosexual?" Stefan drawled. He really didn't need to say it so loudly, but it was irresistible. The few remaining guests turned in their direction.


  Greg blushed. Actually turned red. The big, tough guy who traveled the world, made huge business deals, and took care of his six siblings—the attractive coward—was embarrassed.


  Stefan felt the need to reassure him. "You'll get used to life outside of the closet fast."


  Greg's eyes narrowed. In a low voice, he said, "Are you trying to put me on the spot?"


  "Nope. Really, I wouldn't do that to a guest in my house." Poor Greg. Stefan wanted to pull him into his arms, give him an encouraging hug, but the guy did have about thirty pounds of what looked like muscle and a couple of inches on him.


  Greg shifted from foot to foot. "Okay, look. I'm just…"


  "Touchy?" Stefan muttered.


  Greg did have a great smile. He shrugged. "Yeah, I guess. I spend a lot of time in circles that aren't real receptive to new ideas."


  Emily began to make little whimpering sounds.


  Stefan rushed for her and hauled her from her chair.


  Greg had followed him.


  Greg shoved his hands into his trouser pockets. "You really do love her, don't you."


  Stefan patted the tiny back. She reared back in his arms, and her sharp fingernails scratched his chin. "The first time I held her, she fell asleep on my shoulder. I had this moment." He swallowed, waited until he knew he'd sound light and unconcerned again. "She was asleep on me, and I understood I was the only thing between her and the rest of the world. And I knew that anything that tried to hurt her was going to pay."


  Greg sighed and rubbed his temple. "Ha. Welcome to my life way back when. Years ago, I was ready to run away when I heard Mom was going to have another baby. Once she handed this squirming piece of red meat to me, I knew I was doomed. Again. Damn babies." He shook his head as if marveling at his own stupidity.


  He held out his arms. "Let me."


  Stefan passed him Emily. And this time he didn't worry that her uncle would walk away with her.


  ****


  GREG


  They drove away from the party in silence.


  "Well, so? Did you have fun?"


  "Sure that's a great house." Greg noticed the small smear of baby puke on his suit as they pulled up to a light. He pulled out a paper napkin from the glove compartment and rubbed at it. "Not used to baby crud anymore. Messy little varmints."


  Mellady took the napkin from him. "Just drive. You look fine." She crossed her arms and sighed.


  "What's wrong?"


  "I really was shocked to learn that Phillip had taken off. He'd seemed so steady during our meetings."


  "Appearances can be deceiving."


  "No, really? Tell me more, oh wise one."


  He laughed. God he'd missed his snotty sister.


  "Seriously, though, Greg. I'm kind of worried about Emily with just Stefan. The main reason I picked them was they'd seemed so steady. Looking back, I think maybe Phillip wasn't steady and calm when we met; he was just bored. But what if Stefan can't afford to live in that place? What if he takes up with a loser?"


  With the string of men she'd grown up with, it made sense Mellady would be worried about that sort of thing. China was drawn to harmless guys, but none of them stuck around. Greg stopped getting attached to the men by the time he hit ten.


  He glanced over at her worried face and patted her leg. "Stefan's a hell of a lot better at parenting than China, and he seems to have plenty of money. But I know what you mean. We'll make sure we don't lose track of him. Of Emily, I mean."


  "Yeah. And what do you mean we? When are you going back to Switzerland or the Philippines or wherever?"


  Now was the time to spill the news. "I've been looking into a more stateside based job. It'll be a lateral move, but I think it'll keep me around more often. I'll probably only travel a few days a month."


  She threw the paper napkin she still clutched onto the car's floor—she had always been a slob. Mellady thumped her feet on the floor while she squealed happily. "That is so amazing. Wait until I tell the others. Do they know?"


  "Pyeter does. He's not real happy about it, because he liked driving this car ten months of the year when I wasn't around."


  She rolled her eyes. "Oh, he'll be fine. So? When are you going to tell Stefan you're not flying away?"


  "I told you we're keeping an eye on them. I'm not planning to drag them into some kind of inner circle of friends and family."


  She made a rude sound. He ignored it.


  After he dropped her at student housing, he drove to the office. He worked most days. The job demanded it, and frankly, he didn't have a lot of other things taking up his time. Or he hadn't, until he'd come back home.


  Life would be different now. The image of Stefan popped into his head. Just a coincidence.


  Over the next week or so, when the thought of Stefan kept returning, Greg managed to distract himself with finding a good apartment, a gym where he could work out, and a friendly bar. He thought he saw Stefan at one of the bars. He even smiled and raised a hand before realizing the guy was older, fatter and didn't have the same darkly rich eyes. He looked Stefan up on the internet, for Emily's sake, and found out he was a pretty good, and popular, writer.


  A few weeks later, after work, he found himself driving back to the pretty house in the suburbs. Just to see how Stefan was doing without Phillip. Mellady didn't want to go. She was too busy and he supposed it still had to hurt to see Emily--though Mellady claimed she'd gotten over that loss.


  Greg didn't want or need a long-term relationship, at least not one that involved sex. But he didn't have a lot of friends in the area anymore. And none who knew his non-secret.


  The door was opened by a young…twink. The guy had the skinny body and bleached blond hair. He even had eyeliner and leather collar. And he held Greg's niece close to his body.


  "Yes?" he asked.


  "Where's Stefan?"


  "At work." He looked him up and down. "I don't play on the job, but I'm off in an hour."


  "Who is it?" Stefan came down the stairs. He wore jeans and a T-shirt depicting a monster eating a cupcake. He was barefoot and Greg could see tan and the pale lines of sandal on his high arched feet. Greg looked up into the dark eyes. The mouth he'd recalled as expressive was pressed in a flat line.


  "Greg!" He didn't sound particularly pleased. "Can I help you? Come in. Pete, you said you two were going for a walk. Do you need help with the stroller?"


  "No, honey." The young man laughed. "I can tell when you want me and the babe off the premises. We'll go for an hour, I promise, but longer than that and I get overtime. And don't tell me. I know--no sun will shine on the precious." He went toward the kitchen singing a song from Mary Poppins. The back door slammed.


  "So who's Pete?"


  "The babysitter."


  He'd figured out as much but he had to ask. "Live in?"


  "No way. He's a student."


  "He's also very clearly..."


  Stefan rolled his eyes. "Responsible? Reliable? Good with Emily? Watch yourself, Greg, or I'll tell Mellady on you. She knows Pete from school. Come on, I won't bite. You're still on the doorsill. Want some coffee?"


  "Thanks. Sure."


  He hated not feeling in charge, not having the upper hand, feeling like an unsophisticated moron. But he'd have to either suck it up and behave or forget the chance to make a friend who was sort of like him. The rest of it. He hitched his shoulders back thinking of the possibilities.


  "So Pete said you're working?"


  "Yup. I'm drawing up the plans for a kitchen remodel and when the numbers in that get too horrible, I'm working on another cookbook."


  "That's right. I read a couple." He'd Googled Stefan and found the list of his books.


  Stefan's face lit as if Greg had given him a gift. "Really? I shouldn't ask. But I will. Did you like them?"


  "Yeah. I did. No chance I'll cook anything from them."


  Stefan laughed. "Then why'd you bother?"


  Greg shrugged. "Curious. And you don't just have recipes."


  Stefan actually clapped his hands. "Holy crap, you really did look at them."


  "I told you I did." Greg tried to be indignant but Stefan's delight amused him--just like the books that were a combination of recipes and reminiscences about food. He wouldn't have bothered with them—cookbooks weren't part of his library--but Stefan's voice entertained him.


  They'd entertained other people too. From a couple of articles, he'd seen that the publisher had sent Stefan out on the road for a book tour. That meant something these days. What would he do with Emily if he went on another tour? Greg would ask later.


  They walked to the kitchen that was clean now, orderly. Greg settled on a bow-backed kitchen chair and looked around. A few toys were scattered in the corner on top of a quilt.


  Stefan grabbed a chair and sat near him. "The quilt is Emily's favorite spot. Once she starts crawling, all bets are off. And I keep the floor really clean so she won't be sucking up too much dirt. Although some dirt is okay as it turns out. And I only use environmentally friendly cleanser that--"


  "Hey, I know. You're a good dad. I already know that."


  The tension in Stefan's shoulders relaxed. "You do? So what are you doing here?"


  "I had the day off. No particular plans. And I thought I'd like to see you...and Emily."


  "Wait. Are you telling me that maaaybe Pete's assumptions aren't so far off?" Stefan leaned forward grinning, resting his elbows on his thighs. His knees were almost touching Greg's, so his hands were so close too, which made Greg inexplicably nervous.


  "Have you heard from Phillip ?"


  Stefan sat back, scowling, but apparently at a memory and not Greg. "He didn't even have the courage to come here to get his stuff. He sent his brother and a friend. Can you believe it? They had a list of what he'd left behind. They said they'd known for a month that he was going to take off. He told them, but didn't tell me. And his brother said that he wasn't interested in hearing from me or Emily. They came armed with a Taser. Like he thought I was going to attack them."


  "That's dickish."


  "Yup. That's the word. But they were cursing him as they carried out the pool table. And it's for the best. I'm glad Phillip's shown his true colors now rather than later on, when Emily's old enough to figure out something's wrong."


  "I suppose. But your life can't be easy."


  "My life is great," Stefan said firmly. "I hadn't realized how much energy I put into trying to keep Phillip from complaining. He whined more than the baby." He got up, signaling the topic was over. He walked to the counter and messed with the coffee maker. Greg watched, wondering when the deft handling of a coffee grinder had turned a seductive act.


  Greg cleared his throat. "Thanks for the other day."


  "The other day?"


  "The christening."


  "That was almost a month ago."


  "Yeah. It was."


  "You want cream or sugar?"


  "Black."


  He really didn't know how to do this. The other times he'd gone after guys it had been about the sex and nothing else.


  Man, he liked and missed that clear and easy communication. When his friends talked about all the tiptoeing they had to do with women, he'd felt smug satisfaction. He could have a good time and not have to pay with any kind of dishonest or emotional nonsense.


  Plain conversation didn't count as emotional crap, did it?


  He'd stick around and ignore his other agenda. They talked about the kitchen Stefan designed and Greg nodded his appreciation of the details. He liked the way Stefan took his work seriously and he had no problem talking about joints and hinges and pneumatic drawer stoppers.


  They talked about how much trouble it was dealing with customers and what they liked best about their jobs. They talked about restaurants in the city. At long last a comfortable silence fell.


  Until Stefan apparently felt the need to make the atmosphere less relaxed. "Why are you here, Greg?" His voice was low and way too intense.


  Greg wasn't sure if he wanted to slide closer to that voice or get up and leave. "Well. Ah. I just wanted to see how my niece is."


  "You could have gone with Pete to the park. You can still go catch up. It's only a couple of blocks away. You'll be in time to walk them back."


  "And you. I wanted to see how you are." Honesty. He'd go for that. Right? Couldn't hurt to not lie. "I've thought about you a lot."


  Stefan's smile was broad and knowing and delighted. "You're kidding. Really? Because truth is, I've thought about you too. Particularly in the shower."


  He forced himself not to look away but he could feel the heat of the blush. No way. He did not blush. "So we're attracted to each other."


  "Umm hmm."


  The eager way he hummed made Greg laugh—and his face went hotter. "But see, I don't do this long term relationship thing. And I don't want to screw up the strange…the um, whatever you have with Mellady. I know she hasn't come by. She told me so. But I know she likes being able to see her baby and it could be awkward if you and I did more than hook up."


  "And you're loyal to your family, I know that. It's cool."


  Greg had managed this kind of negotiation after a couple of drinks so he'd had practice. Surely he'd manage straightforward sober too. "Anyway. I want to fuck you." The next part was newer. "But I also don't want to fuck up with you. Staying friendly is more important than a good time."


  Stefan made a gurgling sound that could have been surprised laughter. "So you want to be friends with benefits?"


  He nodded. "Yeah. That sounds really good." Just the thought aroused him. He'd been celibate too long. It had been months. That mouth looked delicious. He scooted his chair even closer just in case it was time to reap the benefits.


  Stefan's gorgeous lips parted as he sighed. He shifted his own chair back. "Here's the thing. I can't."


  "What?"


  "I'm a father now. I don't want to do casual. I mean Emily's not going to see me as a bad example for a number of years yet, but I don't want to be dishonest with her. It's hard to explain."


  Greg wanted to roll his eyes. "Okay," he said, wondering if he could point out that at the moment, Emily wouldn't have a clue. But it occurred to him that he liked Stefan for taking this stuff sort of seriously. China didn't. He didn't. Mellady hadn't.


  Stefan said, "Anyway, except for Phillip, I haven't done one night stands. He was my first and then we kind of stopped being a one night stand within a week."


  "You're not into casual."


  "Yeah, I like it better after I get to know someone. Dinner. That sort of thing."


  Chocolates and flowers and coaxing. Crap. Greg felt a wave of disappointment and checked his watch. Did he have time to go home, change and go out to a bar?


  Stefan's chair creaked as he leaned forward. "Do you want to stay for dinner? I'd offer to go out, but Emily will be tired and it's always a crapshoot taking her out in the evenings."


  Greg wanted to thank him for the conversation and coffee and walk out, eventually head to that bar. But getting his rocks off could wait for another night.


  "Sure," he said without too much regret. He'd get a chance to see his niece.


  And the dinner tasted great. Emily sat in a car seat thing--nothing this fancy back when Mellady and the others were babies. Emily ate some pear gunk and a bottle.


  Greg handed her a chicken bone and Stefan made a shocked noise.


  "No it's fine. Babies like 'em." Greg insisted. He grinned as he stopped Stefan from snatching back the bone.


  Stefan closed his eyes and gave a dramatic groan. "I'm trying to be less of a neurotic about this baby thing. But honestly, you could do with a few more neuroses."


  Greg realized this was the first non-work related dinner he'd enjoyed for years. He liked his siblings, but there was a tension between them. They expected stuff from him--money, support in other ways. They treated him like a parent, as in any time he tried to offer advice, they acted as if he was trampling all over their rights or, worse, actually listened to him too carefully. Either extreme didn't feel so much like a friend's response.


  Greg told a story about one of his underlings who'd gotten drunk and lost in Prague and how they'd found him in a hotel room with three women and a video camera.


  Stefan laughed so hard that Emily scowled and whimpered. "Quiet, you're frightening the baby," Greg said. Which only made Stefan laugh harder.


  When she started to cry, Greg automatically pulled her out of the seat and bounced her. It felt funny every time he held her. Familiar, yet entirely new, because this baby didn't present an obstacle to his future. He could walk away, so holding her was easy without that old weight of resentment and fear.


  He'd always sworn he'd never do the kid nonsense again and had forgotten how pleasurable the weight of a baby in his hands felt. Even when she didn't stop crying, he ignored Stefan's silent offer to take her .


  STEFAN


  Greg talked to Emily in a normal, pleasant voice, telling her she didn't have to be such a drama queen. "Hey, put in a sock in it," he said, soothingly.


  He was good with babies. Greg had a confidence that seemed to transfer to Emily. He held her like an expert and as the evening crying continued, he bounced her and talked to her without getting frustrated or angry.


  Stefan felt ashamed of the times when sheer frustration forced him to put her down to walk away for a minute or two.


  "I don't get how you can be so patient," he said, then wondered if he'd just made a serious mistake. For the last few hours he'd forgotten that Uncle Greg had been hostile about the adoption during their first meeting.


  Greg flipped Emily onto his arm in what Stefan had read was called the football hold. He tried to imagine Greg holding an actual football. Yeah, it was pretty easy. He'd be the quarterback, not a linebacker though.


  Greg spoke over Emily's crying. "You can't take it personally. They just need to cry. It's exercise for them. Although she's old enough I'm surprised she still does the cranky thing."


  "Wow, you really did learn a lot as a brother. "


  "I cheated. I read books. Having the siblings made me into a reader. Once I figured out I could read about the little buggers, I figured out books could make my life easier. I moved onto reading other things. Manuals and that sort of thing. I'm crap at lectures, but if I read it, I can remember it. That made doing college almost all online easier."


  "Online? Seriously? You managed to get the high powered career with one of those degrees?" He realized how insulting that sounded and wished he could shove the words back in his mouth, but Greg only chuckled.


  "Naw. That was just luck. I sat next to a guy on a train. He had some papers spread over his lap."


  Of course Stefan's mind went there, imagining Greg looking down at the man's lap and both of them enjoying really good luck.


  Greg apparently didn't have that kind of a brain, because he only went on, "I noticed that the thing he was reading had a mistake. I pointed it out. Turned out he was writing it. An article on highly conductive paper for energy storage."


  "And he hired you?"


  "Eventually. Now I act as an interpreter between the buying client and the selling nerds. I have a foot in both worlds. I work on commission, but I also get a lot of input on the product. Alternative energy systems—it's a growing field." For the first time, Greg gave off an earnest geeky vibe as he'd talked. Stefan was charmed.


  Greg rearranged Emily so she squirmed and snuggled against his chest, and methodically patted her back. Now why couldn't Stefan trade places with her? It didn't seem like such a bad idea to let the guy hold him, pat his back.


  Emily heaved a shaky sigh and fell asleep at last. Stefan led Greg to her room, where he expertly slid her into the crib. They stood near each other in the dark, gazing down at the humped form of the sleeping baby. Stefan wanted to pull Greg into his arms, but hadn't he just said he didn't do short-term with strangers? He backed away, turned on the baby monitor, and they left the room.


  They went into the living room, and Stefan sat on a chair rather than the couch. If he sat next to Greg, he'd end up flinging himself at the man. What had they been talking about? School. Work. Life. He cleared his throat. "So you probably don't regret you missed the whole experience of the college student."


  "I wished I could have gone to a regular school, but there wasn't the money. And I couldn't with the kids." He clamped his full lips tight, as if he regretted giving away that information.


  Stefan drank the rest of his beer and concentrated on not thinking about Greg's mouth. He thought about the differences between their early lives--his own childhood as a cherished only child in a well-to-do family. Even coming out had been relatively easy for him. His father hadn't loved the fact that his only son was gay, but it only took a couple of months before he let go of his disappointment.


  Stefan had been twenty-five when his parents died in a car accident, and he'd been devastated, the first real sorrow and pain in his life. Compared to that, Phillip's betrayal last month was a blip on the screen.


  He leaned back in the chair, releasing the pressure of the day, the way he always did after Emily fell asleep—and the way he hadn't been able to when Phillip had been waiting, usually impatiently, for "real life" to start up.


  And wasn't it interesting that he could relax with this man he didn't know well. Maybe it was the beer that let his muscles relax and his mind grow quiet.


  Greg didn't look particularly comfortable, though. He glanced at his watch again.


  "Something wrong?" Stefan asked.


  Greg shrugged. "I'm not used to quiet evenings. I feel as if I'm supposed to be somewhere."


  "Are you?"


  "Not really. That's the funny part." He crossed his legs at the ankles and folded his arms. All the ease he'd shown with Emily was gone. "I'd like to get to know you better. But without the context of work, and without a lot of drinks or music, and now no Emily, I guess the conversation thing is an uphill battle for me. Especially at the moment."


  Stefan laughed and couldn't believe he felt charmed by the fact that the guy basically said talking with him was a chore. "Why at the moment?"


  Greg's smile was rueful. "I'm not sure why you invited me to dinner. You keep looking at me like that, and I get the wrong idea."


  "Look at you? What are you talking about?"


  "Your eyes." He lowered his lids, then bugged his eyes like he had a stomach ache.


  Stefan snickered. "I so do not look like that."


  "You do. You look like you're gonna fuck me with those big, dark eyes of yours."


  "Wow. That's…I don't know if that's really hot or really sick. Both, I'd say." They laughed, and the awkwardness was broken, but the heat remained.


  "You know, maybe I should be less of a virtuous monk about this stuff. Just because, yeah. I want you." Stefan grimaced. But why not be honest with himself as well as Greg? He needed excitement in his life again, and god knew where else he'd find it. He was just about to say, yes, let's go for it, when Greg stood up .


  GREG


  Greg had been acting like a moron long enough. That thing about fucking with eyes—not his style. "I think you're right. I need a friend more than a fuck." He checked his watch. Not really late, not particularly early. He'd been here for hours. And now he felt adrift in the evening.


  "Aw, jeez, and where are you going now? Off to a bar?"


  "I don't think so." He couldn't help the edge of indignation in his tone. Probably because that was precisely what he'd considered doing.


  "I'm not judging you. And, hey, you're the one who said you only do fast encounters."


  Usually Greg hooked up for a weekend or even as long as a week when he went on vacation. And even if he didn't want long-term, he was attracted to guys he'd probably like in real life. But he wouldn't bother explaining this to Stefan, because any more talk about sex would cause him permanent damage. His body had been fully aroused, off and on, for hours, and he wanted to stay in the nearly off mode now that he was out the door. "Thanks for dinner. It was great."


  "Anytime. It was fun hanging out with a grown-up."


  Stefan also stood. He pushed his hands through his already rumpled hair and stretched. Jesus, Stefan's body drew Greg's hunger to the surface again. Maybe it was the way he leaned from side to side. Or maybe Greg had had enough of not touching anyone. Greg definitely wasn't a hugger, but a quick hug good night wouldn't hurt.


  But even as he put his arms around Stefan for an embrace that was supposed to last a few short seconds, he knew he was in deep trouble. He put his nose to Stefan's hair and drew in the scent of soap, baby, slightly sweaty man. One moment, Greg had only the vague tingle of attraction; the next, his body jolted and his head went dizzy. He went from mild arousal to holy shit in one inhalation.


  Stefan froze, but he didn't push away.


  "Greg," Stefan whispered. He put his arms around Stefan and pressed a kiss to his cheek. Their mouths met, and it was over. No way was Greg walking away now.


  He craved immediate gratification, then remembered Stefan's hesitations. He pushed back the hunger for simple heat, pure wrestle-him-to-the-floor-and-fuck, and made himself attempt tenderness.


  The gentle touches to coax this new partner weren't Greg's preference, he'd thought. Turned out he was dead wrong. Soft kisses meant he could explore at leisure. Taking his time allowed him to learn the shape of Stefan's mouth, the tiny bite of beard stubble against the tip of his tongue.


  And then Stefan growled, a small, demanding noise in his throat that brought the end of restraint. Greg tightened his hold and slid his hands up and down that lithe back, at long last palming that fine, sweet ass to grind his erection against Stefan. Greg pushed Stefan against the wall. Stefan reached down and rubbed Greg's cock until Greg hissed and humped against his cupped fingers.


  Within a few minutes, he was panting, and now, now, this instant, he wanted more.


  Stefan grabbed his hand and yanked him into the bedroom next to Emily's. Greg had the impression of bookshelves on one wall, gorgeous cabinets on the other, and then he was too busy fumbling at his clothes to pay attention to anything except watching Stefan haul off his shirt and shove off the jeans.


  Jesus, he had a nice body—and what was that? A small tattoo of skull and crossbones decorated his hip.


  "You're a pirate?" He reached out with one finger and traced the tattoo of the small grinning skull.


  Stefan gasped at his touch and pressed Greg's fingers flat against his skin.


  "I was a moron," Stefan said. He lifted Greg's hand and kissed it, then pulled off Greg's Rolex, carefully putting it on the bedside table. Greg wore nothing but his boxers and Stefan stepped closer. Slowly, deliberately, he pushed his fingers under the elastic band and slid them off Greg's body. He crouched by Greg's feet to finish the job, and his hair, then mouth brushed over Greg's cock. Greg groaned and pushed forward, needing more.


  Stefan gave a breathy chuckle Greg felt on his erection. And then. Yes. Heat and wet and sucking. Greg would come too soon. He had to last. He'd shoved his fingers in Stefan's soft, thick hair--now he gave a little yank up.


  Stefan pulled off long enough to complain. "I'm having fun."


  "Come here," Greg whispered.


  Stefan rose to his feet and pushed his shocking hot naked skin against Greg. The first time Greg came, he wanted Stefan as aroused as possible maybe pumping into Greg's mouth or his hand, even into his ass. He wanted Stefan crying out and begging as much as Greg longed to, all the words he strained to hold back now, please, god, please, touch me, yes, god, fuck. He wanted to hear them from Stefan's mouth.


  They stumbled to the bed, kissing.


  An hour later, Greg considered the fact that they hadn't fucked or talked about it. He wanted to, once he recovered from the two orgasms Stefan gave him with his hand and his mouth. Greg didn't indulge in the pleasure of a guy's ass often and lust almost stirred back to life at the thought of pumping into Stefan. Damn, he'd even welcome Stefan's pretty uncut cock into his body. But he could tell Stefan, flat on his back, was close to asleep. And he felt fairly flattened himself.


  "I guess the ghost of Phillip is gone," Stefan said as he yawned and stretched.


  Greg considered stroking the appealing line created by the muscles of Stefan's arms stretching high over his head but Greg could barely move. He used his eyes to trace the line instead. "Glad I could help banish him."


  "Yeah. You're a great—whatsitcalled—rebound guy."


  Good. That was what he wanted to be—the person who got to play and enjoy Stefan before he moved on to someone who actually wanted to play happy families in the suburbs.


  Greg lay prone on the sweet-scented sheets and wondered who'd replace him here. He rolled closer to Stefan and away from that thought. Nice that no one else was in the bed with them—no Phillip, no ghost of lover-future.


  He wrapped his arms around Stefan's warm torso. "Mind if I stay for a while?"


  Stefan hesitated, and Greg, so close to relaxed for once, felt a kick of trepidation. He really didn't want to leave the nest for a silent car, chilled and covered with early morning dew.


  Stefan's eyes didn't open. "Sure."


  "Thanks."


  Greg meant to get up before dawn to leave the house before everyone stirred.


  The sound of the baby on the monitor woke him at about four a.m. He waited as her fussing turned into a full-out cry of anger, but Stefan slept on. So Greg got up, pulled on his boxers, and went to get her.


  After he changed her diaper, he brought her back to sit with her in a rocking chair in Stefan's room, but that was uncomfortable, so he piled cushions against the polished wood bedstead, then settled in a half-sit with Emily on his chest and Stefan's soft, slow breathing next to them. The baby slept, her breath coming faster but even. Greg dozed.


  He must have fallen into a deeper sleep, because he woke up with Stefan standing over him, grinning down at them. The baby still snoozed on Greg's chest, her hot little head under his chin. Without a word, Stefan took Emily from his arms and walked out.


  Greg would get up in a minute. First a little more rest. He slid down the pillows and drifted off again.


  He woke to find Stefan standing over the bed again, Emily on his hip, bright-eyed and dressed. He started up.


  Stefan said, "We're making breakfast. How about french toast?"


  Greg jumped out of bed and grabbed up his clothes. "No. No. I have to get going I can't stay. Christ. I have to go into work."


  "That's fine." Stefan sounded cheerful. He stepped away from the bed. "I'll see you around then."


  Did Stefan sound too easy-going, as if he was pushing the don't-care attitude too hard? Greg wanted to say something like I'll be back in a few days or See you next week. But he didn't want to lie. And he knew that if he kept coming around, Stefan would grow attached and eventually get hurt. This really would be a one-night stand. They'd ease into friendship later, when Greg could be casual again.


  He only said, "Thank you. I appreciated last night." He buttoned his shirt, tucked it in, and found his shoes. He didn't like looking crumpled but he'd survive.


  Stefan grinned. "I know you did."


  Greg paused as he pulled on his watch and clicked the latch shut around his wrist. He didn't push anyone but family for emotional commentary, but Stefan was nearly family, right? "You'll be okay? I mean, you don't regret what we did?"


  "No regrets. What I said about needing to know and care about someone first… I need this"—he nodded at the bed—"more than I need pride or whatever it is that stopped me. Ha. I can't even remember my reason anymore."


  Greg should have kept his mouth shut, but some of those words stung. He walked over to where Stefan stood watching. "Well. I care about you. Okay?"


  "Absolutely. See you." Stefan leaned forward, the baby wedged between them, as he brushed his lips against Greg's cheek. Something grabbed Greg's shirt.


  "Whoops." Stefan wiggled his finger between Emily's hand and the shirt to get her to let go. "Come on, baby girl. Wave 'bye to Uncle Greg."


  Uncle Greg walked out to the car feeling extremely grubby, though he couldn't figure out where that came from. Maybe the lack of shower and shave?


  As he got into his car, he flashed on the feel of Stefan's eager mouth… Stay. Away.


  STEFAN


  He would not think about Greg. He refused to think about him when he changed Emily or made breakfast. Later on, he didn't think about Greg as he went for a long walk, Emily in her front pack wiggling when she saw a dog or a tree or a car.


  Over the next few weeks, Stefan spent a lot of his time not thinking about Greg. He even succeeded in actually getting work done and leading his pleasant life. Dull, pleasant life.


  Yeah, now he remembered the reason not to indulge in fun frolics in bed. The memories of the night with Greg made regular day-to-day existence seem so drab in contrast.


  Stefan didn't lose sleep; he didn't stop eating; he still smiled. But life had lost a lot of flavor—and if he hadn't tasted it, he wouldn't have known what was missing.


  He went out with friends and was dismayed to find himself politely rejecting the perfectly nice guy they'd picked for him because he didn't have green eyes and a commanding air.


  "I don't like bossy guys who run away. I have to remember that," he later told Emily as he stretched out next to her on the floor.


  She growled her anger as she tried to go toward the wiggle worm on the floor and ended up pushing herself away.


  "We both need to learn to move forward, girl," he told her and scooped her up to distract her from her frustration. She gave a belly laugh as he pretended to eat her ear. And Stefan really did stop thinking about Greg for a whole five minutes.


  Then Greg reappeared.


  He'd come from work, or maybe he usually dressed in well-tailored suits and silk ties. His hair was longer now, and maybe he looked a little more tan. Had he traveled to the tropics? That made Stefan think of Phillip—and there was a man he rarely remembered. So yeah, forgetting was possible.


  Stefan grabbed Emily from the floor as he answered the door. Clutching her would remind him of his priorities and give him a way to shield himself from Greg.


  Greg waited on the doorstep, shifting from foot to foot. Good, Stefan wasn't the only nervous asshole standing in the doorway.


  Emily grinned at their visitor. Greg smiled down at her with those white teeth that Stefan now recalled licking during their night together.


  He focused on Greg's words as he made small talk. "Wow. She's really gotten huge."


  "It's been a while, and they grow fast."


  "I know, I know. I'm sorry."


  "No, don't apologize." Stefan pulled in a long breath. That was not what he wanted to say first thing. "Don't feel guilty. After all, you're not the only one who didn't pick up the phone or send a message."


  Of course, Stefan had started calls and texts about a thousand times. A day. But he wasn't going admit that to anyone—not even Emily.


  "But I am sorry. I've missed you two."


  Stefan had almost gotten over the bizarrely powerful flashes of yearning for Greg. Did he really want to start this crap up again? Oh yes, he really, really did. His heart thumped hard as he stepped sideways. "Come on in."


  Greg stuffed his hands into his trouser pockets. Stefan flashed back to the first day they'd met, Emily's christening. Greg felt uncomfortable, and that realization should help Stefan relax. Awkward meant that Greg must have had to push himself to come to their house.


  Greg said, "Maybe we should just go for a walk? Is that okay?"


  "All right. Let me get my shoes." He was barefoot and dressed in a jeans and a tee as usual.


  He thrust Emily out, and Greg took her automatically, settling her on his hip. Stefan took a step backward to examine the two of them. "You really look like you could be her dad. Maybe I should take a picture of the two of you and send it to Mellady."


  Greg's half smile vanished. "Oh, no, that's a bad idea."


  "You don't want her to know you've stopped by?"


  "No."


  Stefan waited, but Greg didn't offer any other explanation. Stefan left the room to get his shoes and socks. He no longer felt the bubbling excitement of seeing Greg. That way danger lies, he thought as he grabbed up a sweater for Emily. Be careful.


  He hooked up the front pack and reached for the baby. Greg tried to help him put Emily in, but Stefan backed up. "Thanks but I got it. I'm way better at this baby juggling now," he said.


  Neither of them spoke for the first couple of blocks. Then Stefan couldn't stand it. "So why'd you come back? Want another night?" He winced at his sharp tone, but, he wouldn't apologize.


  Greg had been staring at Emily, who was sucking on two of her fingers. He met Stefan's eyes for a few seconds. "I told you. I missed you."


  He glanced at his watch again. The gold thing on Greg's wrist looked expensive and definitely fit his image: the hard-ass in control. Stefan wondered if it was a case of a guy who had to make sure almost no one knew who he really was. He remembered how it had taken Greg hours to relax in his company during their evening together. And he'd been trembling with tamped-down lust, every muscle tight and straining, as Stefan had pulled him into his arms on the bed.


  Stefan felt a sharp stab of yearning as he remembered Greg's eagerness. Afterwards, his face had relaxed and the grim lines had been vanquished. He'd looked years younger as he'd slept.


  But really. Poor Greg. Stefan had to feel sorry for a guy who didn't permit himself to relax enough to be thoroughly happy outside of bed.


  Stefan didn't feel sorry enough for him to fill the uncomfortable silence with chit-chat. After Phillip had taken off, Stefan realized he'd had enough of coaxing and cajoling grownups to talk and be happy. Persuading Emily to eat her veggies—he'd do that. But grown men could take care of themselves.


  They came to the park and the thicket of birch trees. With their white bark, they looked like ghosts on dark days. Today was sunny and warm, even in the speckled shade of the trees. Stefan pulled off a leaf and let Emily grab it. He looked at Emily, at the trees, even at the grim man in the suit next to him.


  "You're mad at me," Greg said at last.


  Stefan thought about this for several beats. "No, not really. Not even annoyed or ticked off or pissed at or exasperated by you."


  "Then, what?"


  "I'm cautious."


  "You were hurt by our night together, weren't you?"


  "I'm always cautious," he lied. "Listen, Greg, I'm fine. I'm glad to see you even. You're the one who's wound tight as a junkie coming off a high. What's up?"


  Greg paled, then laughed. "Well, huh. Yeah. Okay." He cleared his throat. "I said I missed you. That's why I'm back."


  A large bug buzzed Emily's head, and she went wild, wiggling her arms and legs.


  "Hey, bug, how are you?" Stefan translated, then answered in a gruff voice, "I'm fine, Emily, how're you?"


  Emily kicked some more in delight.


  Stefan stroked the top of her head and gathered strength from touching her fluffy hair. "Sorry, Greg, you were saying?"


  He risked looking at Greg and was shocked by the huge, goofy smile on his face. Mr. Smooth looked like a man who didn't care who knew he was delighted. Even after the smile vanished some of the lines didn't return. "I was saying I want what it takes. To get you, I want it. That is, I want to try it."


  "Oh, wow. Shit, wow." It was Stefan's turn to fall into incoherence. He'd thought about this. Of course he had. And in his daydreams, he had a list of things he'd demand if Greg came back for more than a single date, or whatever he'd call that long, wonderful night together.


  No piddling around hiding from the family, for instance—Mellady had to know. And no sleeping around. And no taking off with no notice for months.


  He didn't bother with the list. He only moved closer to Greg. "Yes ."


  GREG


  Greg could breathe again.


  For weeks, he'd lived with the restless need to see Stefan again. He'd felt this before, but he'd been younger then and could throw himself into work, travel, and hot, almost anonymous sex. But lately those possibilities had seemed dissatisfying.


  The night before this trip to the burbs, he'd gone for a run, seen a guy with a stroller, and fucking tears had come to his eyes. That was when he figured out that this longing for Stefan was something new, for Greg, anyway—even if the rest of the world seemed to run along those rails. Maybe he didn't hate the idea of babies and settling down after all. Maybe he actually dreamed about it. Hell, he'd lost sleep thinking about it.


  He'd understood what he had to do the moment he'd driven down the block where Stefan lived. Every house seemed to glow with a sort of strange light. The blue shutters on the bungalow almost sparkled in the early spring sunshine. His vision had gone wonky and it was all Stefan's strange effect on him.


  Greg's heart had pounded and nearly choked him when he'd seen Stefan in the doorway.


  Then his heart had done a couple of sickening flips when Stefan had looked at him without a smile. His dark eyes that had once stared at him with warmth now held a chill. No doubt about it, that body language had screamed WTF do you want—but Greg wasn't a coward, just inexperienced at this sort of thing.


  The sight of that little family in the doorway, the gorgeous man and the happy baby, had struck him as too perfect and self-contained.


  He'd faltered as he'd stood on the steps, even considered saying good-bye, walking away, and maybe trying again another time.


  No. He'd reminded himself over and over: he was not a coward.


  Now he felt like he'd won a race or negotiated and settled a gigantic account for the company.


  He'd conquered a whole country.


  Standing in the shade of the white trees, he pulled Stefan into his arms, mindful of the baby between them.


  "We're a sandwich, and you're the peanut butter and jelly," he told Emily and kissed the top of her head. She crowed and kicked him with hard little heels.


  They walked back to Stefan's house and put the baby down for a nap. Then, at long last, Stefan pulled Greg to the bedroom.


  EPILOGUE


  Greg planned to keep his apartment. True, over the next few weeks, he spent much of his free time, awake and asleep, with Stefan and Emily, but he wasn't sure he was ready to cut ties to the old Greg, whatever the hell that meant. He couldn't explain it even to himself, so thank god Stefan didn't ask. Stefan stepped lightly around the topic of the future, almost as if he didn't want Greg to be more than a good friend with benefits who would also change diapers.


  Mellady, who'd grown nosy about Greg's life since his return to the States, soon found out about Greg and Stefan, and she couldn't have been more smug if she'd arranged it herself. She told her brother more than once that she had planned this the day of Emily's christening, from the moment she'd heard Phillip had flown the coop.


  No one else in his family knew yet. Most of them didn't even know his sexual orientation. He didn't think they'd care that he was gay. Come to think of it, his siblings had probably figured that out. But a public announcement about a relationship made him feel slightly congealed inside.


  Then Greg got an invitation to a party. It was a shindig—the invitation's word, not his— held on one of his new coworker's boats. He put off telling Stefan until the day of the event.


  "There's a party tonight I don't particularly want to go to," he admitted to Stefan soon after he walked in the door at six p.m. He grabbed a plate, piled it with the lasagna Stefan had made and joined the other two at the kitchen table where they ate.


  "Put that load of applesauce in your mouth or I'll take away the spoon and feed you," Stefan warned Emily. He dabbed a napkin at the glob of sauce on the floor where she'd flung it.


  He tossed the napkin on the impressive pile of dirty ones. He always managed to go through quite a few during a meal with her royal highness. Greg suppressed a smile, recalling the streaks of food he'd let his siblings wear on their faces and clothes after a meal. He gave more of a damn now, of course. Stefan was getting more relaxed, thank goodness.


  Stefan took a bite of excellent lasagna and gazed at Greg thoughtfully. "Would it help if I got a babysitter and came along?"


  The mouthful of food Greg had just swallowed seemed to grow and take up too much room in his throat. The silence filled the kitchen. Even Emily seemed quieter than usual.


  "Never mind," Stefan said at last.


  "Oh, hell. It's not you."


  "What is it, then?" When Stefan got that firm-but-quiet voice, Greg knew it was spit it out or else.


  As always, he aimed for honesty. "Okay. I'm just avoiding the idiocy that might follow me into the workplace. Remember the guys at Emily's christening?"


  "That was months ago. Which guys?"


  "Phillip's friends at that party. They had those smirking smiles. No one would come out and say faggot, you know? It's just a raised brow or an exchanged look. I've managed to avoid that all my life, and this isn't important enough to—"


  "I get it." Stefan put down his fork. Greg waited for the anger, but Stefan seemed remarkably unruffled. "All right. I'm not saying I'll stay happy with that for the rest of my life, but I can manage for now. You can keep us a secret. But not later. When Emily's older? I don't want her to be embarrassed by me or my life. So once she's aware of what's going on, I won't stay hidden."


  He spoke calmly enough, but the words were a sharp slap against Greg's face. Shit. Of course that would be the message Greg gave the world and, far worse, gave Stefan. This man is an embarrassing secret.


  No freaking way.


  He saw himself too clearly. Since he'd come back into Stefan's life, he'd been cruising along, trying to have it both ways. He'd better get his ass in gear, or Stefan would boot it out. The man had enough self-respect to do that. Stefan was worth more, and so was Emily.


  If Stefan tossed him out, Greg wouldn't get to hear him make funny voices at Emily again, no more talking like a bug. Greg would sleep alone, and he'd grown to hate that.


  Greg felt like a moron. For a second or two, he flat-out loathed himself and then figured that was stupid too. He put down his napkin and rose to his feet.


  "Come on. We'll go to the party, and we will have a wonderful time," he said.


  "What? No, I mean it, I'm fine. You're stressed enough about work. Besides I don't have a babysitter for Em. Some neighbors, friends of mine, invited me over to watch a movie, so Emily and I will go there."


  It occurred to Greg that he hadn't met many of Stefan's friends. He'd made work excuses when Stefan had invited him along. Now was the time to barge out into the world, holding onto the man he loved. "Can I go with you?"


  "What?" Stefan looked puzzled.


  "Where are you going? Would it be okay if I came along?"


  "Actually they wanted to meet you again. They saw you at the christening and didn't know who you were. But I'm not sure…"


  "Why did they want to meet me? Because you and I are a thing?" He smiled.


  "No. I didn't tell them that. I'm not even sure we are a thing entirely. It's because of Emily. I told them I'd met her uncle, and he looked just like her."


  That made Greg full-out grin. "You're right, I do look like her. But Stefan, hey, even I know we're a thing."


  "I didn't want to ruin any fragile accord we might have by chasing you off. You're a scared man."


  "The hell I am." But maybe that really was true. He'd run away from family to claim a freedom he hadn't really enjoyed. Time to run back, and what a good thing he'd figured it out before he'd hurt Stefan.


  "Yes. Heck, you are scared. She's going to start imitating us soon." Now Stefan smiled too. The watch your language thing was a joke they shared. He reached over and brushed his fingers over Greg's brow. "But like I said. I'm cool for now. In fact, we could just punt that plan of going to the neighbors too." He raised his eyebrows and lowered his lids for a severely sexy look.


  Greg sucked in some air. "Later on, absolutely, I'm going to jump your bones. But for now I think we should go to your friends' house. And for the record, I'm not scared now. If it's okay to tag along with you, I'd love it."


  "Really?" Stefan sounded skeptical.


  "Yup. I'll even dress like Emily so that they see the resemblance."


  "You're kidding."


  "Not even a little bit. Bring on the pink bow."


  Greg didn't end up in an outfit that matched Emily—he changed his suit for jeans and a T-shirt. He did carry the diaper bag, the flowery strap slung across his chest, its purple-hippo-decorated bag at his hip. And he reached over and grabbed Stefan's hand as they strolled down the street, laughing and talking.


  THE END


  In the story there's mention of a Spring Fever, a non-alcoholic drink Stefan used to make for his worthless ex. Here's the recipe!


  Spring Fever


  3/4 oz lemon juice


  3/4 oz mango syrup


  1 1/2 oz pineapple juice


  2 oz blood orange juice


  Shake well over ice cubes in a shaker, and strain into a collins glass half-filled with crushed ice


  ****
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  Two young men playing together on a boardwalk railing.
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  HALCYON CATS


  by Derekica Snake


  Humans are the worst kind of animals because they truly believe that they aren't animals. That is what makes them the most dangerous beasts of all…especially the females. Rod didn't need to look away from the lip of my beer to know the kind of expression that human female news reporter had on her face as she alarmed the viewing public with the latest incident within the safe city borders.


  "Shit." Mackie the barkeep tossed his wet bar towel down on the counter and picked up the remote turning up the volume.


  "As you can see, this massive wolf was killed by wildlife authorities when reports of missing pets and mauled large breed dogs were reported in this area…" No doubt there would be anticipation dripping down the reporter's delicate fangs as she reveled in the carnage. A glistening of feral excitement in her eyes as she extolled the virtues of the brave and capable hunters who saved the population from this creature.


  Wolf? Rod didn't want to look at the screen.


  "Damn it." Mackie ran a hand down his face and his bulky shoulders dropped in dismay.


  "It's the kid isn't it?" Rod still didn't turn around.


  "Yah…it's got his markings on the hindquarters. I thought you got through to him."


  "I told him to go home. He called me an old man and stormed out of here."


  "I'd rather be an old man than stuffed and mounted." Mackie shook his head. "This is just…it's just…."


  "Stupidity is for the young. We were lucky enough to outgrow that."


  "Age has got nothing to do with stupidity, Rodrigo." Mackie returned, tossing the remote back down in front of me. "We simply were lucky."


  The big old rotary dial phone back behind the bar rang to life. Mackie shivered as the old school bell grated on his spine. His watering blue eyes blinked nervously at it then he picked it up, both of them knowing full well who the call was for. He listened for a moment then pulled the long cord free from the hook on the wall and set the heavy black base down on the bar top in front of Rod.


  "It's Mannix." Mackie moved off to give some privacy.


  Rod nodded but made no move to pick up the receiver until he took another drink from his beer. "Rodrigo?"


  "You seen it?"


  "The news?"


  "Yes, the news. I sent Tommy to you so something like this didn't happen."


  "Can't help someone who doesn't want to helped."


  "Clean it up."


  "You clean it up. Apparently I'm old and a coward and not worth listening to."


  "He was just a pup."


  "Thomas knew what he was doing. He knew what he wanted and what he wanted was the freedom to kill when he wanted and what he wanted. He didn't give a shit about outing the rest of us to the humans. He got what he deserved, Mannix."


  "You're the only one in the area, Rodrigo. You know that there can't be an investigation."


  "I really don't want to do this, Mannix."


  "No choice. Our continued survival depends on the lack of evidence of our existence. By the way, I was going to keep this to myself but that brother of yours has been trying to find you for a couple of weeks now. Others are saying that he's getting desperate and you know what desperate leads to around here."


  Rod's hand tightened around the receiver. "What did Travis want?"


  "I know you aren't on good terms with your family but he said something about your sister."


  There was a long pause. "Next time he calls, give him the name of the bar. If he wants to see me, he can make his way here."


  "You on the job?"


  I turned my eyes back to the television screen of the displayed corpse of Thomas the werewolf but the newscasters had moved on to the mysterious reports of a large black cat being spotted in the area. Of course the only ones seeing it were the old and homeless so they were being mocked in that oh so condescending way human young held for their elders.


  "Rodrigo?"


  "I'm on it."


  "I'll tell everyone the God of the Night is on the prowl."


  Rod hung up the phone. The last time Travis had wanted to 'talk' it was the last day Rod had spent on the preserve. Travis and his sister Lisa Marie had ruined his world once. What the hell could they do to him now? Rod pulled his wrap around shades out of his leather vest and shook the arms open. He glanced at himself in the mirror at the back of the bar. The iridescent inner glow of his yellow eyes was bright with emotion over the loss of another young life and the emotional turmoil that ripped through the scar he thought was healed. His family had thrown him away when the times got tough and he had learned to stand on his own. The Community depended on him to keep the secret from humanity. Blending was key for this. Rod pulled the glasses on then tossed a few bills on the bar top.


  Humanity didn't need to know the world they lived in was shared. They dismissed the stories of men turning beasts as nothing more than legends and myths used to scare the uneducated into social behavior. Men didn't need to know that weres walked among them. Rod twitched as he felt his natural senses pick up in anticipation of a hunt. It had been a while since he let his inner cat walk the night. Tonight the werejaguar would take care of the werewolf problem. The situation with the werecougars would have to wait until tomorrow.


  ****


  The situation was taken care of. Animal control had taken the carcass to an incinerator before the over eager scientists could get on the scene and clamor for samples. The park was already returned to its natural splendor with new dirt trucked in and spread around to mask the scent of blood and death. Just to make sure, Rod followed the closest human game trail, watching and regarding the movement around him. People carried on their daily lives pushing little hairless cubs in those rolling carriages. Dogs caught scent of Rod but those in the park at this time of day were the small breeds. Some barked but it was more of a warning to stay away than a challenge. The larger dogs were unpredictable and if they banded together in their fear they might cause some trouble, but as Rod carried on through the park there was only one and it was too busy playing with its human.


  The scent of the wolf lead him to the cache that had been left behind a bush, a backpack containing the last of the worldly goods of Thomas. Runners, jeans, a t-shirt, packs of teriyaki flavored jerky and a wallet. Deep at the bottom of the bag was a scrap of a leather collar. Youth was wasted on the stupid.


  Hoisting the bag over his shoulder Rod did one last sweep for possible evidence then left to finish up with Mannix. The city was familiar to him but it would never be home. It was a place he could live until he got strong enough to move on. Just like how it was before when his mother was killed. He had forgotten that but the werecougars had reminded me that he was a foreigner in this land - a jaguar as black as night in the mountains of North America.


  It'd been three years now since that fight. Rod caught himself reaching up to touch the parallel scar that raked his side from under his arm to his hip. The wound wasn't that deep but it had been bloody, and the cuts were clean, but these silvery marks were just a reminder of the betrayal that still festered. Three orphaned cubs rescued by a grizzled old grizzly bear and raised like brothers and sister. Rod's mother had been killed by poachers. Silias Suncatcher, a werebear, had found the small dehydrated cub five days later. The giant bear was a steward of the land and finding those lost or injured weres was something he did out of the goodness of his heart. Most weres only stayed with Silas on the preserve until they were healed enough to go back on their own but Travis, Lisa Marie and Rod stayed; a Grizzly, two mountain cougars and a jaguar. It had been an idyllic time and they were too young to realize that it wouldn't last. Rod shook off that soft feeling of nostalgia. He always got drunk on the anniversary of Silas' death. A little hair o' thee bear as it were.


  Mannix was the Alpha of the city. There were always an abundance of wolves around here. There were foxes, dogs, big cats, a condor or two and there was even an alligator but wolves always seemed to run in multiples. It doesn't matter how organized we are, the law of anonymity was still king.


  However Mannix had a firm belief that weres didn't have to live like animals; we weren't animal yet we weren't human, so Mannix wanted us to grab the best of both worlds. "Build on your strength." If a were passed for human they could live as one as long as they protected the organization's secret. Those that preferred to stay natural were still welcome in Mannix's territory as long as they behaved themselves by staying under human radar; if they didn't, well that is what the Corps was for - high level predators with a developed and controlled natural sense that patrolled and protected those weres in the organization but were also the enforcers of the law. If the humans hadn't killed Thomas one of the Corps would have.


  The Den was the headquarters as well as a damned fine diner that catered to the unique diet that carnivorous weres craved and some human palates found delish. As soon a Rod walked in, Mannix got up from his table and moved to his private office.


  By the time Rod followed him in, the graying werewolf was standing with his back to him, staring out the window. "Is it done?"


  "Yah."


  "The young takes simple misunderstandings so seriously. They are going to die if they don't get their way. They can only see extremes. It's their way or the highway."


  "Everything is in the bag, including his collar and tags."


  Mannix wiped his face. "He was my son's youngest pup. My grandson. I used to think he was a chip off the old block…"


  "I'm going."


  "A father shouldn't outlive their children." Mannix turned around rummaging through the backpack and pulled the collar out. "I have the duty to inform his mother."


  "Thomas didn't want to listen to anyone's experience or advice."


  "He was just a headstrong pup…just a little stupid pup who had potential…" The tags jingled as Mannix ran his thumb along the leather. "Normally I try to keep out of family squabbles, leaving it up to them to straighten things out but this is hitting a little too close to home. You're one of my best guys, someone I can count on when the going gets rough. I expect you to help me maintain my house but I never once thought of yours. You need to clean up your house, Rodrigo. Bring'm out!"


  Mannix continued, "I know my attention has been focused on Thomas but I have eyes everywhere and they informed me of big cat sightings in the northeast end of the city. All eyewitness accounts reported a cat bigger than a domestic cat roaming the suburbs. Black with golden eyes. Sound familiar?"


  A lean golden cowboy was shoved into the room. The corner of his mouth was cut and a bruise ran up the side of his face but that didn't hide the identity of the werecouger. Rod straightened unsure of the reaction he was going to get. The last time was anger and words that couldn't be forgiven, nor forgotten.


  Whatever Travis was going to say was lost when growls and spitting erupted as one of Mannix's enforcers dragged a black cub into the room on a harness and leash. The little cat was feisty. The wolf yanked hard on the leash sending the cub rolling across the carpet. The cub fought its way back to its feet then attacked. The wolf howled as the cat attached itself to his leg. Sharp teeth and razor claws shredded the blue jean and the flesh beneath it.


  The wolf punched the cub in the head and it was the last thing he ever did. The cub hit the floor hard as a black shadow leapt over him knocking the wolf backwards in a yelp. The wolf was dead before he hit the floor. This was the might of the God of the Night. The powerful jaws of the jaguar had severed the spinal cord. The other wolf in the room began to move to defend his friend but Mannix's loud bark stilled everyone.


  "Mayhew was a fucking idiot and he got what he deserved. It doesn't matter if it's the same species or not, you do not hit cubs. Our numbers aren't so great that we can start killing off our young. Get his body out of here. You know what to do."


  The large black jaguar dropped its kill and growled lowly.


  "Make it clear to them, Rodrigo, of the trouble they're in. This ain't the mountains. Anything they do affects some other were. You affect a were, you affect me and as you can see, I'll affect you."


  Travis rushed over to the black cub and gathered it up into his arms. The little guy was groggy but didn't seem the worse for wear. "Roddie."


  Rod stared at the little black cub. Weres aged slower than natural animals. There was no doubt that little Roddie could be four years old and if that were so then that cub was not a fabled black cougar but a jaguar. This cub was his get.


  Changing back into a furless form wasn't as quick as dropping into were. When it was over Rod stood up well aware that he was naked and his clothes he had been wearing were shredded. Rod headed over to the lockers at the back of the room and unlocked his spot. He pulled out a pair of jeans and a plain t-shirt.


  "What the hell are you doing here?"


  There was no reply so Rod pivoted on his heel to find Travis on his knees, his legs splayed cradling the cub in his lap. His hands covered the small side and gently pet the little head.


  "Trav…"


  "Lisa Marie got shot by poachers. Roddie was with her. I think they might have seen him and came up around the sanctuary to get him."


  "What are you doing down here?"


  "Lisa Marie always told him that his father lived in the city. So when she was killed, he wanted to find you. I told him you were busy but he ran away to find you. I was trying to get a hold of you for weeks…"


  "Don't place the blame on me. I never heard anything about this."


  "I know." Rod walked up to them and stared down at the little cub. "Lisa Marie finally told me what…"


  "I don't want to hear it."


  "Rowdie…"


  "Don't call me that. Stand up, pick him up and get the hell out of here before Mannix comes back."


  "If I drag him home he's just going to take off again and come back to look for you."


  "I'm not responsible for him. You and your sister planned this."


  "She told me you forced her."


  "And of course, you believed her."


  "She was my sister."


  "And what was I compared to your blood?"


  "I loved…"


  "Shut up."


  "Rowdie!"


  "You made your choice. You closed your mind and you kicked me out to the wilderness."


  "I love you."


  "Go home."


  "Rowdie…"


  Daddy?


  The hurtful words dried up at the little cub's question. Rod glanced down at the golden eyes of the cub who was looking at him as if he was everything the little guy had ever wanted.


  "Rowdie…" There was a tone of warning in Travis's voice.


  "I'm not as big an ass as you think I am." Rod knelt down beside the two, his hands hanging loosely over his thighs. "Hello little man. I think I am your Daddy."


  You killed that man?


  "He hurt you."


  "Roddie…" Travis ran his hand down the side of the little black cub's face.


  Unca Trav. Mama said to find Daddy.


  "What's your name?" Rod hunkered down a little lower.


  Rodney. Mama used to call me Roddie. She's with the angels now.


  "So I've heard. Well Rodney, you need to go back home with your uncle."


  No! The cub squirmed out of Travis's lap and launched himself at Rod. The heat of the growing little body warmed Rod's hands as the cub clambered to him. Mama said to find Daddy.


  "This city isn't a place for a growing cub."


  Then come home.


  Rod felt his heart clench. How often had he thought of returning to the mountains, of returning to the place of his cubhood when he had a family? Those days of running the game trails in the warmth of the summer sun at the side of a younger brother and sister under the watchful eye of a gruff but kind grizzly bear were gone. That dream was over. The bear was dead. The family was just a wish. This dirty smelly place was now home.


  Travis reached out unclipping the leash from the harness. "Yeah, come home."


  "That's the last thing I ever expected to hear from you."


  "You need to come home now. We need you more than ever."


  Yeah Daddy. Come home. Come home. Roddie bounced up and down.


  Rod caught the cub by the harness and lifted him up. The cub's legs curled up as if he was being carried by the scruff of the neck. "You need to be hairless. Too many are looking for you."


  "He hasn't changed." Travis warned


  "Ever? How old is he? Can he change?"


  "He wouldn't try. Lisa Marie couldn't get him to attempt it."


  Rod turned his hand until he could stare the little cub in the face. "We are weres. We are not human. We are not animal. We walk in both worlds and to do that you have to be able to go hairless. If you cannot blend with the humans you will never be able to come to the city."


  I can do it. I'm not a suckling cub. The pure indignation of youth came through loud and clear.


  "Then why haven't you done it when your mother asked you."


  I didn't want to be the only black cat on the mountain.


  "Roddie."


  Rod set the cub down and unbuckled the harness. "Over there is a bathroom. The first time is messy. You show me you can go hairless and we will talk about home."


  The little jaguar tore off towards the bathroom his tail a stiffened sign of determination.


  "Like father, like son." Travis whispered.


  "Your sister raped me to get that cub." Rod snarled back lowly.


  "I know." Travis ran his hand through his tawny brown hair. He reached into his front shirt pocket and pulled out a leather bi-fold. "She had this hidden in her room. I found it after she died."


  Rod stared at the leather for a moment before turning his face away, listening for any signs of distress from the bathroom. "Don't blame Rodney for any of this. It's not his fault. If you're going to place blame, give it to me."


  "You really think I'm an ass, don't you, if you think I would hold any of this against a cub?"


  "You've changed so much since the last time I saw you."


  "If I didn't, I wouldn't have survived. Silas kept us too innocent up there in the sanctuary."


  "Lisa Marie never wanted this." Travis pushed himself to his feet. "She loved you more than either of us knew."


  Travis opened the bi-fold and pulled out the old Polaroid picture of those halcyon days. Both of them were in hairless form sunning themselves out on the marsh dock when Lisa Marie snapped the photo. Rod narrowed his eyes. Even his cubhood memories were being destroyed by that bitch of a werecougar. Travis flipped it over revealing writing in silver marker.


  I'm sorry Rowdie. I just wanted some little bit of you. When Trav found us, he was so mad I panicked and told a lie. I didn't want to break you two up. I knew you were happy with my brother. Don't hate Rodney. He is your son.


  "This is supposed to make it all better? Sorry I took you against your will, here's your son?" Bitterness was burning in Rod's throat.


  "Rowdie…" Travis's words stumbled to a halt as a partially transformed palm halted mere inches from his throat.


  "I loved you, Travis. I loved you and I loved your sister and when the times got tough you threw me off the mountain. Your sister asked me before to pair with her and I told her no, so she took what I wouldn't give her. I thought that we trusted each other but you branded me a rapist and that was the end of it."


  "She was my sister. You were my best friend and my lover. What was I supposed to think when I found you in bed together?"


  "Well I thought you would want an explanation. Instead you went for bullets."


  There was a sharp kittenish scream coming from the bathroom. Travis moved to rush there but was strong armed to a halt with a forearm across the chest. Rod shook his head. "The last thing that boy wants is to be seen as a weakling. He will come out when he's good and ready."


  "You've gotten hard."


  "The world is a cruel and unforgiving place."


  "Roddie doesn't need to learn that yet."


  "Which is why you're going to take him back up to sanctuary."


  "He wants to be with his father."


  "I have nothing to teach him but the dark side of life."


  "Then come home."


  "I am home. This is the home I've been forced to make."


  "You didn't used to be this way."


  "No, I trusted my family to be there for me." Rod reached out and cupped the side of Travis's face. "I ran with a golden cougar out in the highest of mountains and trusted that his love for me was pure and true. I was wrong. So don't expect me to welcome you back with open paws and an exposed throat. You almost killed me last time. You think I'm going to give you another chance?"


  "You have a home, Rodrigo. You had a misguided sister, an overreacting brother and a lover so blinded by jealousy that I couldn't see the truth. Even if you can't come back to me, I am raising your son. Come back with us."


  "Come back to you? I'm not the one who left."


  Rod followed Travis's gaze and saw tan skin, black curls and huge golden eyes staring back at them. He might have the appearance of a young human but the stance he was in screamed different. Roddie moved forward on all fours as if he were still in cat form, his naked butt high in the air but unstable because of the loss of the tail. The little were shook with the effort to walk but he made it all the way over to his father and uncle. Small hands tried to dig into denim to find purchase then awkwardly closed around handfuls of material. Rod stood still allowing the cub to climb up on hind legs to an upright position.


  "Good job." Rod reached down and tousled the soft black curls.


  Roddie opened his mouth but all that came out were growls and a hiss of frustration. "Human talk takes a while. Same with walking upright. Your uncle was teaching you how to stalk. It's the same thing, you have to practice every day."


  You show me. You promised.


  "You can't stay with me, cub. I'm an enforcer here and I've created many enemies who, just like that wolf who hurt you, don't care if you are still a cub. You say there are no black cats in the mountains. Well there isn't in the city either so we stand out anyway. They will look for you because you look like me and when they find you…"


  They will kill just like those hunters shot mom.


  Rod stared over at Travis with a puzzled expression on his face. Travis reached out and twirled a curl around a finger. "No, he didn't see it but it happened on the grounds. Close to the house." Travis squatted and ran his hand along his nephew's back, which was perfectly formed for the first attempt at human.


  Unca killed them.


  "I guess I'm an enforcer too, Rowdie, just not on the same scale. We need you. Your son needs your guidance. Your brother needs your support. Your lover…" Travis looked up from his crouched position, tears glistening in golden eyes, "needs to know if anything can be done to fix what went wrong."


  Daddy?


  Hot wetness coated Rod's leg as his little boy lost control and peed. The mortification on the cub's face was priceless. "Take it in your hand and shake it."


  "I'm so sorry." Travis leapt up to his feet.


  "Getting pissed on by my own cub is nothing compared to some of the other stuff that's been on me. Go to my locker and get a t-shirt. You, little man, you remember what that felt like before you had to go. When you are hairless, humans go and use the toilet. If you pee in public you can get into trouble."


  Together Rod and Travis got a squirmy hairless cub into a massively oversized t-shirt. Once the black curls popped through the neck all the fight seemed to go out of the little cub.


  "I've been searching for him for almost two weeks."


  "The news was reporting sightings. You know how humans get when they are frightened."


  "I'm sorry. He's just like you were when you were little. Once he gets something in his mind you can't shake him."


  There was a tug on the dry side of Rod's pants. A little hand held up the Polaroid to his father. Mama would look at this at night when she thought I was sleeping and cry. That's when she told me to find you and make you come home if something bad happened. Something bad happened and you have to come home now.


  Rod took the picture then reached down and picked up his were son. It didn't matter that the boy's mother took matters into her own hands, drugging him for her own personal satisfaction. There was another werejaguar here in the world that needed guidance. Arms closed around his neck and the soft scent of cub filled his nostrils.


  "Mannix might not let me go. I keep order in the city."


  "Then take an extended vacation for now. Roddie is a handful and you can see my best isn't good enough." Travis reached out then hesitated before dropping his hand on the taller man's shoulder. "I'm not asking for forgiveness, Rodrigo, but if we could mend some fences, I would like to be at least your brother again."


  Rod stared at the werecougar. Even when he was fighting and clawing his way up this hierarchy in the city, this strong and handsome face was forever in his mind's eye… but never as a brother. There was a thump on his shoulder as Roddie's head plopped over on his side exhausted from the change to hairless and from his weeks of searching for his father.


  Rod laid a hand on the back of his cub's head. "Let's go home."


  THE END
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  One more day, that's all he needed. One more day to finish this presentation and get the hell out of town and back to his normal, everyday life. So it absolutely figured that some over-muscled moron with a pneumatic dick substitute would wake him up at the ass-crack of dawn and shoot his plans right to hell. At this point he'd try anything -- maybe a bribe?
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  HALF-BAKED PROMISES


  by Erica Pike


  One more day, that's all he needed. One more day to finish this project and get the hell out of town, back to his everyday life. Figures that some over-muscled moron with a pneumatic dick substitute would wake him up at the ass-crack of dawn. For four hours there had been nothing but the constant drilling. Not a soft, bee-buzz kind of drilling, but a thump-thump-thump of steel against hard pavement.


  There were short pauses now and then. This very moment, for example, was nice and quiet and Kevin could actually hear himself think. Downer was that it never lasted for more than a minute. The idiot in an orange construction vest seemed utterly oblivious to any sort of disturbance he might be causing. Seriously, who starts hacking up pavement at seven in the morning?


  One fucking day.


  Turning away from the window, Kevin yanked open a whitewashed pine cupboard, grabbed a red mug and poured himself coffee. Just as he brought the mug to his lips, the drilling commenced and Kevin jumped, sloshing drops of scalding hot coffee over his hand. The mug smashed to bits on the grey tiles, sending the black, oily liquid crawling over the floor. He stared at it for a while, hand tingling, shoulders slumped, before a heated flare surged to his chest.


  "Fuck!" he yelled and slammed his hand on the counter. The son of a bitch continued drilling, completely unaware of Kevin's anger and spilled coffee.


  The loud thumping drowned out Kevin's cussing as he stormed out the kitchen door and ran across the unkempt garden. The emerging sun did nothing to ease his frustration. Nor did the fact that he couldn't even hear the annoying squeak of the gate as he pushed through. The guy had his back turned to Kevin, strong arms shaking under the rolled-up green plaid shirtsleeves. Firm butt cheeks sat like rounded pieces of cement in the blue jeans that rattled under the power of the jackhammer. No amount of yelling alerted him to Kevin's presence, but that did not stop Kevin from spitting out all sorts of creative names.


  "… dickless MORON!" rang across the quiet street once the drilling stopped.


  Birds chirped in the trees and a dragonfly whirred by Kevin's ear, just before the huge guy turned almost in slow motion.


  Kevin swallowed hard as the guy lifted the safety earmuffs up on his red helmet. Sweat glistened on the dark brown hair poking from under. He was easily eight inches taller and twice as muscled.


  "Excuse me?" said an ocean-deep voice. On his tanned face, brilliant blue eyes swept over Kevin's small and fragile body.


  "Ah …" Kevin wracked his brain for words. One punch from this guy would be a guaranteed knock out, but Kevin had a job to do. He cleared his throat and curled his fingers into fists, ready to duck. "Yes, excuse you! I'm trying to work here."


  The guy shrugged. "Me too."


  He turned to go back to work, but Kevin grabbed a very firm arm. "Hey, I just need one more day and then I'm out of here. Can't you do this tomorrow?"


  "Nope."


  He walked around the fragmented pavement and started drilling, facing Kevin with a smirk on his lips. What the hell? Was he doing this just to rile up Kevin? Only in lame-ass Castor Springs, Texas …


  With a huff, Kevin returned to the one-story bungalow, sighing a little when the loud thumping dampened just a smidge behind closed doors. After cleaning up the broken mug and spilled coffee, he poured himself another cup and went back to the piles and piles of papers that occupied the kitchen table.


  "Charlie, Charlie …" he muttered, squinting down at a piece of a supposed tax deductible receipt. "You can't deduct cat food for your business. Unless you have mutant cats guarding the construction sites."


  As he scribbled down a comment, the thump-thump-thump broke through his short lived concentration. Kevin closed his eyes for a second, counting semi-calmly from one to ten. He reached for the windowsill and turned on the radio.


  "Castor fucking Springs," he muttered. The noise from outside easily penetrated the semi-static country music until it felt like the thumping was coming from inside Kevin's head. His hands twitched in rhythm, his heart thudded in beat, and the vein in his forehead felt like it was going to burst.


  "Fuck," he growled. The chair clanged to the floor as he stood up. He shoved a pile of receipts into a plastic bag, grabbed his laptop and left the house. An impenetrable thump-thump-thump aura protected the muscle monster from any glares and creative names shot his way.


  Kevin jogged down the road, but the noise followed as he strode out of the residential street onto the main road where the shops sat clustered. Only when he closed the door to Dinah's Diner could he no longer hear the annoying thumping. Instead there was a cheesy eighties song with idiotic lyrics playing on the radio.


  "Well, I'll be darned," drawled Dinah, a tiny woman in her early forties. "Kevin Lewis. I ain't seen you for years and years. Where've you been hiding?"


  "Morning Dinah. Cup of coffee please and keep it coming."


  Kevin slid into a booth and started up the computer. God, he hated that Texan drawl. He'd worked hard to lose it once he got to LA. It hadn't bothered him before, but some people kept treating him like a simpleton until he managed to rein it in.


  "Sure thing, hon," said Dinah.


  Out of all the tax auditors in the United States, why was he sent to Castor Springs? It had taken three days already, thanks to Charlie Samson's stupid ass-pocket bookkeeping. That's three days of dust and sand in a run-down house with cold water and a broken fan. Not to mention the bad radio reception and a broken microwave. Just one more day to finish the goddamn report and he'd return to his small L.A. apartment and two whole weeks of vacation.


  A flurry of auburn brushed his line of vision as Dinah scooted herself into the seat across the table and poured him a cup. Her tiny face beamed when he looked up. "So, what've you been up to, Kevy?"


  Kevin's eyes flicked from her to the otherwise empty diner. Just his luck.


  "Been working," he said, focusing back on the computer to look busy. The prehistoric box of technology was taking forever to start up.


  "Always knew you'd go and make something of yourself. You a businessman now? Whatcha doing in Castor Springs?" She twirled a lock of hair around a forefinger, big green eyes watching him.


  Sure to give the queen of gossip only the bare minimum, Kevin cleared his throat. "I'm doing a project for Samson & Gray Constructions. I'm leaving tonight." The laptop screen finally yawned to life with a lazy jingle.


  "You've been here a while? Why didn't you come see me sooner?"


  Kevin blinked. Why? Why would he? It's not like they were friends. Dinah was more than ten years older.


  "Come on," she drawled. "I used to babysit you. You were such a cute kid. Remember that time when I found you hidden in the high grass? You were trying to make two worms mate."


  He looked up with heated cheeks and a half-smile. "Sorry, Dinah, I've been busy. Still am."


  There, a polite hint. It's not that he wouldn't mind catching up, though he didn't want to relive the stupidity of his childhood, but he did come here to work.


  "That's okay, honey," she said, waiving the apology off with a flick of her hand, totally not getting the hint. "You were such a handsome teen. The coolest of the cool. Could've had any girl you wanted."


  "Yeah, well," Kevin muttered, focusing on the screen.


  "I remember girls my age pining after you, but you always stuck with the same girl, didn't you? Nancy Summerhill?"


  "Yep," said Kevin, typing in his password.


  "Always thought you'd become a baker like your folks. Never would've guessed you'd become a business man. How'd that happen?"


  With another sigh, Kevin took a sip of coffee. It would take another couple of minutes for the password to process. "It was more practical."


  He'd hitchhiked to L.A. at eighteen and found himself in a relationship with a professor of economics. That's how it really happened.


  "Well, you got some of them business smarts your daddy had, I'm sure you're doing fine." She placed her elbows on the table and leaned forward.


  "I'm doing okay." He dug out the wrinkled receipts and started flicking through them.


  "Hey, did you hear about Nancy?"


  Kevin shook his head, ears perking up just a little.


  "Figured you didn't," she said leaning in closer. "She was caught making out with a girl up in Floresville. Wouldn't have known about it if Jack hadn't been looking for privacy and walked in on 'em. Jack divorced last year."


  Kevin stopped sorting the receipts and looked at Dinah. He and Nancy had known about each other's sexuality, which was why they'd been perfect in acting girlfriend-boyfriend back in high school. Castor Springs wasn't exactly a bible town, but that didn't mean people weren't narrow-minded.


  "Then what happened?" asked Kevin, putting the receipts down, absent-mindedly ironing them with the flat of his palm.


  "Well, her daddy still won't talk to her and her momma took it kinda hard, but I think she's okay now. Not like Benny's momma," Dinah scoffed.


  "Benny's mom? What do you mean?" Kevin asked, giving Dinah his undivided attention.


  "Old crow kicked him out on his eighteenth birthday. Poor guy stayed with the few people he could still call friends before he found a girl up in Houston and got married. Don't know why he'd go and marry a girl if he's gay."


  A couple of things ran through Kevin's mind. Benny had either came out or been exposed, and Dinah felt sorry for him. She, apparently, wasn't against homosexuals, although she had no qualms about spreading the news about Nancy and Benny. Didn't seem as though Benny had revealed Kevin's secret, not that it mattered. Kevin was never coming back to this town after today.


  "They're not the only ones in town, you know. Liam came out when he was sixteen, but his daddy took it well. Don't know if Charlie Samson's gay, he and Liam seem awful friendly. I also think that new girl, Anna, is a lesbian. Her and Nancy've been hanging out a lot."


  Gay by association.


  Dinah sighed. "Too bad about Liam though, that boy is hot," she said, fanning herself with her fingers, a dreamy smile spreading on her face. "Never would've thought he'd grow like that, you know? He was such a scrawny little guy."


  Just then, the bell over the door chimed and Dinah stood up. "Better go get ready for the rush-hour. It's almost noon."


  Kevin sat still for a moment; processing the very fast, but very interesting gossip Dinah had just fed him. He'd known about Benny's sexuality and he was glad that Nancy seemed to be doing okay, but Liam? Why couldn't he remember a guy called Liam?


  A couple dragging a whiny kid behind them sat in the booth next to his, while a crew of hungry construction workers settled on the high counter chairs. Rush hour. Noon. If he hurried now, he'd maybe catch an hour of quiet back at the house. Muscle Man had to take a break, right?


  He snapped his laptop shut, stuffed the receipts back in the bag and walked up to the counter.


  "How much do I owe you, Dinah?" he asked, fishing out his wallet.


  "Dollar fifty," she said while taking down orders. "You eaten any?"


  Kevin's stomach growled in reply. The smell of grease and bacon was already filling the air.


  "I'll take a piece of that cherry pie," he said, gesturing at one of the pies on the counter.


  "Two pieces, one on me. You look too skinny for your own good, Kevy. These ain't like your momma made 'em, Lord knows I've tried copying her recipe, but they're good enough," she said, moving like an octopus around the counter taking orders, serving food and working the register at the same time. "You ever get the recipe from her, you let me know."


  "It's a family secret," he said, lips twitching up in a smile as Dinah handed him a white Styrofoam box. "I'll need a receipt for that."


  ****


  The guy was still drilling a hole through the earth as Kevin neared the house. He probably wasn't keeping an eye on the clock, though in Kevin's experience, a construction worker's stomach was an excellent timekeeper.


  He jumped when Kevin poked him in between the shoulder blades. He'd removed the vest, not surprisingly with the hot sun beaming down. Loud rock music boomed as the guy pushed his earmuff speakers up on his helmet and turned to face Kevin.


  "It's noon, aren't you taking a break?"


  The guy furrowed his brow and looked at his watch. "Not for another hour." He had the same drawl Dinah did, but unlike Dinah he made it sound good.


  "An hour? What kind of messed up work schedule do you have? You start drilling at seven in the morning and don't take a break until one?"


  "Had a big breakfast," the guy answered with a sexy smile on his lips. The milky-white teeth shone bright in his tanned face, but it was his long dimples that had Kevin staring.


  Sun-streaked brown hair rained down to his shoulders, as he removed his helmet. Kevin clutched his laptop when the guy unbuttoned the first three buttons on his shirt and pulled it over his head. Dear God, he was built like Jason Momoa in Stargate Atlantis – not, heaven forbid, Jason Momoa in Conan the Barbarian. Broad pecs, rounded biceps, cut abs … All well defined without being overdone.


  As Muscle Man turned to put away his helmet, Kevin noticed the glistening sweat on his back. A pearly drop slithered down his spine into his …


  Kevin gave himself a mental shake. "Uh, so you're taking a break now?"


  "Nope."


  The guy turned to face Kevin, wiping his face on the cement dusted shirt before tossing it into the van. That's when the van's logo caught Kevin's eye: Samson & Gray Constructions. Jackpot!


  Steeling himself, Kevin smirked and cocked an eyebrow. "Actually, I'd like to talk to your boss."


  Muscle Man laid the jackhammer by the fence and sauntered over to Kevin with a shovel in hand. "You're talking to him."


  "Um, you're not Charlie," said Kevin, eyeing the shovel warily.


  "Charlie's my partner," said the guy, stopping within Kevin's personal space. "I'm Liam."


  Shit. That's Liam? Dinah was right, he's huge, hot ... and apparently gay. Why couldn't he remember this guy? He'd definitely remember someone like him.


  Kevin's tongue darted out to wet his lips as he reminded himself of his purpose. One more day and he could leave this dusty town and go marinate on the beach. "Look, I'm doing a tax audit for your company. I really need peace and quiet for the rest of the day. There's no way I can work under these conditions."


  Liam snorted, fighting a smile before he spoke. "You're a taxman?"


  That's not the usual reaction he got when he told people about his job. People feared tax auditors more than death itself and that's what Kevin had been relying on.


  "Tax auditor," Kevin corrected, shifting his stance.


  Liam shrugged his buffed shoulders as he took a step back. "Charlie takes care of that stuff."


  Not very well …


  Kevin sighed and watched Liam dig the shovel into the broken cement, and haul the rubble to the side. Every muscle in his fit body rippled with the movement. Kevin swallowed hard. Would Liam respond to a little bribe? "Well, Liam, is there anything I could, you know, give you to delay this drilling for the rest of the day?"


  Liam's eyebrows rose and the most breathtaking smiled spread over his face, revealing those damned dimples again.


  "Taxman is bribing me?"


  Kevin's face flushed for a second and scratched the back of his neck. "Not bribing," – yes bribing – "I just really need a few more hours to finish the tax audit. Then I'll leave and you'll never see me again."


  Liam regarded Kevin in silence, eyes scanning up and down his body.


  That's it, big man … That's what I'm offering. A quick oral convincing so I can leave this God forsaken town and never return. Of course, by 'oral' he didn't mean talking. It had been a while since Kevin had been with someone anyway and his pants were getting kind of tight with the prospects. How far into the house would they need to go? The living room? There were clothes everywhere in the bedroom and the kitchen was full of empty cardboard boxes. He could scoot the books and bags of snacks off the sofa.


  "I'm sorry," said Liam with a laugh. "I just can't get over it. Taxman? Really? You always said you wanted to be a baker on a beach and go surfing in your spare time."


  He did use to say that …


  "Wait, I know you?"


  "You used to," said Liam, leaning on the shovel, still standing close enough that Kevin could smell the sweat of his body. It wasn't an unpleasant scent. In fact, it was very manly and very distracting.


  Kevin stared at the man in front of him for the longest time, searching his face for anything familiar. There was nothing. It had been twelve years since he'd left this dust hole for L.A. He definitely would have remembered someone like Liam.


  Scraping the shovel against the pavement, Liam looked away. "Liam Gray? You don't remember me at all, do you …" he said in a low voice.


  "I'm sorry," said Kevin, not only feeling embarrassed, but also genuinely annoyed that he couldn't remember.


  "Gray Groceries?" Liam asked. He looked back at Kevin, raising a thick, dark eyebrow. "Son of Hank Gray?"


  "Oh!" said Kevin with wide eyes, pointing an index finger. "Little Liam!"


  Little Liam – not so little now! That's what Dinah was talking about …


  Liam's eyes narrowed, but Kevin went on, excited to having finally placed him.


  "What happened to you? I mean, you were so short and scrawny. Did old-man Gray put you on steroids or something?"


  "Got a late growth spurt at fifteen," muttered Liam, looking down again.


  He could see it now. The same blue eyes, the high cheekbones, the color of his skin. Definitely Little Liam … only much bigger and manlier now. Roughly four years younger, so he would have been around fourteen when Kevin left.


  "You kept hanging around the store while I was working," said Kevin, smiling at the memory. Not only did Liam hang around, he used to watch Kevin all the time with those eyes that were – until now – too big for his face.


  "Yeah," said Liam with half a smile. "Dad made me stack the shelves to make myself useful."


  "You used to blow spitballs at me while I was working the register."


  Liam laughed, a deep rumble that made Kevin's heart race. The dimples made deep indents in Liam's cheeks. "Yeah, fun times."


  Kevin laughed with him, partly because Liam's laughter was infectious and partly because Kevin was glad to have found a bargaining ground. "Yeah … fun times. So, Liam, you'll delay this," – he gestured at the broken pavement and jackhammer – "for a few hours?"


  Liam stepped back, dug the shovel into the broken pavement and hoisted the rocks and dust to the side. "Nope."


  "Oh, come on! I'll do anything, please."


  Liam put the shovel against the fence and crossed his arms in front of his bare chest. "Kevin Lewis begging me. That's something I never expected."


  "Anything," Kevin pleaded, shifting the laptop under his other arm and switching the Styrofoam box between hands.


  Liam gazed down at Kevin again, blue eyes making Kevin's heart hammer. "Anything?" he asked, voice even deeper than before.


  Kevin nodded, heat swirling in his lower stomach. He was more than ready for a little quickie with Liam … maybe even more than a blowjob. He hadn't seen a hotter guy for a very long time – if ever.


  "Fine," said Liam with a sexy smirk. "Is that Dinah's cherry pie I smell?"


  It took Kevin a good few seconds to realize Liam was talking about what was in the Styrofoam box. "Ah, yeah."


  "Were you gonna eat it?"


  Kevin's breath hitched. Liam could have his pick of things – including Kevin – and he wanted the pie?


  "Obviously, but you can have it," said Kevin, handing over the box.


  Liam bit his lower lip in a smile, opening the box and eyeing the slices. He wiped his fingers on the back of his jeans, picked up a slice and handed the box back to Kevin. "These are nothing in comparison to your momma's, but they're still good."


  "So I hear," Kevin muttered, shrugging off the uncomfortable reminder of his parents.


  "Mmmm …" Liam groaned as he bit into the golden pie, licking cherry sauce off his thumb.


  Hot Hell …


  Kevin swallowed hard, watching the sexy guy in front of him chew slowly. Liam stopped when he noticed Kevin looking.


  "Uhm," said Kevin, clearing his throat. "Does this mean you'll delay the drilling?"


  "Have dinner with me tonight and I'll work tomorrow," said Liam.


  "Dinner?" asked Kevin.


  "Yeah." Liam flashed the dimples. "You know, to catch up. Meet you at Lou's at seven thirty?" He took another big bite out of the pie.


  What kind of catching up could they possibly do? They didn't talk much all those years ago. Liam was kind of shy back then and used to scramble away whenever Kevin looked at him. That didn't mean he didn't bug Kevin every chance he got. That's right. Instead of remembering Liam as a sexy stud, he remembered him as the annoying kid he kept running into in the weirdest places. At school, the library, the diner, by the lake, and even sometimes back in the woods.


  "I was gonna drive back to L.A. tonight. You're kinda bending me over backwards here."


  Liam's eyebrow rose as he smirked, clearly thinking of a different kind of bending. But he didn't look like he was going to back down.


  With a sigh, Kevin shifted his weight and glanced toward the house. Seven thirty? Would he be able to finish the audit and report before then? Well if not, they'd have a quick dinner, maybe a quick screw, and then he'd stay awake until the report was done. He was so leaving Castor Springs first thing tomorrow morning.


  "Okay, seven thirty," said Kevin, face heating up with butterflies tickling his stomach. It almost felt like back in the day, when he was having his first secret meetings with Benny … He hadn't experienced that fluttering feeling in years.


  "Great," said Liam, brushing crumbs off his hands. Without another word he loaded the equipment into the van and waved Kevin off.


  Kevin stood and watched the van drive away, wondering how the hell he got suckered into staying another night in Castor Springs.


  ****


  The loud thump-thump-thump woke him up the next morning. It felt like he'd just closed his eyes for a few seconds, but looking at the clock it was seven AM. Kevin groaned and rolled out of bed. He padded into the bathroom and relieved himself. He tried to fix his unruly hair in the mirror while brushing his teeth. Long, black stubble stuck out on his chin. He hadn't bothered shaving since coming to Castor Springs. With a deep sigh, he looked out the window.


  Liam …


  Liam!


  Spitting the frothy toothpaste into the sink, he ran into the bedroom and checked the date on his phone.


  Fuck. It was definitely the day after. The last thing he remembered was leaning against the pillows on his bed to type up the report. Hot hell, he must have fallen asleep.


  "Oh no, no, no …" he muttered as he tried to turn on the dead computer. He skidded into the kitchen and plugged the laptop in, only to discover with a sinking feeling that he'd forgotten to save the report. The loud thump-thump-thump from outside reminded him of another thing he'd forgotten.


  After Liam's departure the day before, Kevin had gone back inside, eaten the mediocre piece of pie and then struggled to finish the tax audit. His mind, however, kept bringing up images of Liam and his dimpled smile. Kevin had been looking forward to spending time with him, to learn more about him. It still boggled him how the small kid who'd repeatedly knocked down stacks of canned goods could have grown into such a strong, confident man.


  With a deep sigh, he ventured outside and approached the hunk in the red plaid shirt. He didn't have the vest on today and his hair was tied back under the helmet. Hesitating for a second, Kevin reached up and tapped Liam between his shoulder blades. Liam startled with a jerk and spun around.


  "You," he said with a narrowed eyes. "Surprised you're still here. Expected you'd be back in L.A. by now."


  Kevin took a step back and stuffed his hands in his back pockets. "I, uhm, I'm sorry about yesterday. I fell asleep."


  "Oh you fell asleep?" asked Liam, voice dripping with sarcasm, eyebrow raised high.


  "Yeah, it's your fault. I'd just gotten two hours of sleep before you woke me up yesterday. No need to get pissy."


  "Pissy?" said Liam, squaring his jaws before continuing. "You wouldn't be upset if you were stood up after waiting two hours in a restaurant where everyone knew you?"


  Kevin couldn't find a clever reply. He had stood Liam up and people were probably gossiping. Although it hadn't been a date-date, the townsfolk didn't know that and had watched the town's gay guy being stood up at the restaurant.


  "Oh, I see. You've never been stood up," said Liam, laying down the jackhammer and crossing his arms in front of him.


  "Well, no, but I can understand why you're upset. I'm sorry. I really didn't mean to fall asleep, but I did. Can't I take you out for lunch instead?"


  Liam regarded him for the longest time, eyes sweeping over Kevin, nostrils flaring, jaws squaring.


  "Lunch. No. I need more than that."


  "More?"


  "Yes, you owe me a hell of a lot more," said Liam, an angry crease forming between his eyebrows. Then he laughed coldly, presumably at the surprised look on Kevin's face. "You really don't remember, do you?"


  Kevin shook his head, genuinely baffled by Liam's behavior. It's not like he'd thought about Castor Springs a lot in the past twelve years. In fact, he'd done his best to smother every single memory of the place. What was it he was supposed to remember?


  Liam squared up, shoulders looking even broader. "All those empty promises you made to me?"


  "Promises?"


  "Yes, promises. Remember when the carnival came to town and I was grounded for accidentally breaking all the ceramic jars? I was upset because I couldn't go, but you calmed me down by saying you'd take me. Well you never did, but you did that a lot. Movies you talked about that I hadn't seen, a trip to a mall in San Antonio, a road trip to Leon Valley, the race tracks, the arcade. You kept talking about these things while working and always said 'I'll have to take you sometime', but you never did."


  Kevin opened his mouth to talk, but nothing came out. Had he really said that? He couldn't remember, though the carnival thing did sound familiar. The other stuff was just something you'd say, but not do. Had Liam really taken that as promises?


  "I was looking forward to all of it, and kept hoping you'd take me next time. Then you bailed town before you took me anywhere. I had a huge crush on you, you know? For the longest time."


  "C-crush?" stuttered Kevin, head still reeling with the info that seemed to come out of nowhere.


  "Yeah, you were my first crush," said Liam. He moved closer in what felt like a threatening manner, so Kevin took a step back. "I was also crushed when you left. Even announced to my dad a couple of years later that I was gay and was going to find you. Of course, that didn't work out because I didn't know where you were, as my dad calmly pointed out."


  "I-I really had no idea," said Kevin, taking a step back. To think this gorgeous man … no … little boy. He was Little Liam back then, someone Kevin hadn't even noticed as a guy. Liam was now a big, strong man with flashes of hurt crossing his face as he spoke. It made Kevin's heart twinge.


  Liam's face and shoulders relaxed as he watched Kevin's startled expression. "No, of course you didn't. I was just scrawny Little Liam to you."


  "Um …" Kevin swallowed and glanced back to the van. What did he want? Some sort of closure? Did he maybe still have lingering feelings for Kevin?


  Liam chuckled and let his hands drop. "I totally threw a hissy fit just now, didn't I?"


  Kevin looked back at him, taking in the familiar shy smile and blue eyes. "Maybe just a little," he said with a weak smile of his own. "I am sorry, though. I didn't realize I was making promises back then."


  Liam shrugged, glancing back at Kevin.


  "No, really, I'm very sorry," said Kevin, feeling more than a little gutted with guilt. He'd never intended to hurt Little Liam. "I'll make it up to you, okay? Just tell me what you want."


  "Another empty promise?" asked Liam.


  "No," stated Kevin. "I mean, had I known how much that meant to you back then, I would have taken you. I mean, I probably wouldn't have dated you because you were so much younger, but …"


  "Fine," said Liam, still looking skeptical, as if he really didn't believe Kevin would keep his promise. That just made Kevin all the more determined to keep it. "I'll continue working tomorrow if you make a picnic basket and be ready at eight o'clock. This time I'm picking you up."


  "A picnic basket?" Kevin asked, blinking several times.


  "Yes, a picnic basket. When I say you make it, you make it, not just buy something readymade. I'll bring drinks."


  "How am I supposed to finish the report if I have to prepare food for a picnic basket?"


  Half the time would be spent just to come up with ideas. He didn't even know what Liam liked.


  "Well, if you don't think you can do it …" said Liam, reaching for the jackhammer.


  "I'll do it," Kevin said quickly. How hard could it be? A couple of sandwiches and some fruit? Worst case scenario he'd beg Dinah to make something.


  Liam eased back up, jackhammer in hand. He gave Kevin a tight smirk. "Fine, I'll pick you up at eight … if you'll still be here."


  ****


  Okay. Cold chicken salad, ham and bacon quarter sandwiches, sweet and sour noodles, fruit salad, still-warm focaccia bread buns and basil pesto, little bread squares with smoked salmon and eggs, homemade oatmeal biscuits, mini apple pancakes, and the star of the bunch: a big round box with a cooling cherry pie – grandma's recipe. Plates and cutleries on top. Red napkins in the side pockets. Would Liam bring a blanket?


  He'd forgotten how relaxing cooking and baking was. Having a busy job in L.A. meant take-outs and quick-grabs. Most of the time, though, he forgot to eat throughout the day and came home to an empty fridge.


  When he lived in Castor Springs, he'd done a lot of baking in his parents' bakery. They'd also served a bit of cooked food and he grew up helping his mom prepare it for the following day. That was before things turned sour. He'd only worked at Liam's dad's grocery store that last summer, to actually get paid for his work.


  The sound of a car rumbling up the driveway had Kevin running to the hallway mirror, heavy basket in hand. His black hair, styled with gel, looked good with the bright blue dress shirt. It was probably an overkill, but he wanted to look good for Liam. His now stubble-free skin was terribly pale after spending so much time indoors. You'd think, after having lived in L.A. for years, he'd be nice and tanned, but with the job he had and the commuting, the sun was usually gone by the time he got home.


  A car door slammed and Kevin's heart sped up with the anticipation of seeing Liam. He hadn't gone out in a really long time, always too tired to bother finding a date.


  There was a low, hesitant knock.


  "Hey," said Kevin as he opened the door, taking in the startled look on Liam's face. "What?"


  "Nothing," Liam said, clearing his throat. "Just half expected you wouldn't be here." His eyes trailed down Kevin's body and ended on the big basket. "You actually made a picnic basket?" he asked. His white and red-checkered shirt was a little dressier than his work shirts – it not being made of flannel – and the blue jeans looked tightly fitted and perfect.


  "I made a promise, right?" Kevin answered with a small smile as he grabbed the keys and locked the door behind him. "Where are we going?"


  "Out of town," said Liam, as if Kevin hadn't already expected that. It's not like they'd get much privacy from curious eyes if they dined at Lankford Park.


  The truck purred to life and sailed smoothly from the curb. The soft voice of Phil Vassar filled what would otherwise have been an awkward silence. Liam hummed with the tune, occasionally glancing at Kevin. Kevin answered with a smile whenever he caught it, but Liam didn't smile back. It was impossible to tell if Liam was disappointed that Kevin had fulfilled the promise or if Liam was simply nervous. Whatever the reason, Kevin had the hardest time taking his eyes off Liam's beautiful profile. The sun-streaked hair was tied back at the nape of Liam's neck with long strands around his face. It was just so hard to believe that this was the same guy he'd worked with what seemed like a lifetime ago. He was nothing like the handsome, rugged man sitting in the driver's seat. He'd looked cute and nerdy back then, always dressed in khakis and bright Polo shirts while the rest of the kids wore jeans and t-shirts. His hair was always slicked to the side and his dress shoes impeccably shiny in the dusty town. Kevin seemed to remember that Liam was sometimes given a hard time for his clothes, and of course his height (or lack thereof).


  After half an hour – though it felt more like two – Liam pulled up outside a two story cabin-like house with a vaguely lit veranda. Quaint was a good word for it, with the beautiful carved columns to support a ceiling over the deck and a cross gabled roof. It wasn't painted, but the varnished wood made it all the more attractive. On the steps sat a small white and ginger tabby cat.


  "Wow, what is this place?" Kevin asked as he shut the door and took a few steps toward the house.


  "My place," said Liam, rolling up his sleeves.


  "You want to have a picnic at your place?" asked Kevin and watched Liam hoist the basket from the back of the truck with ease.


  Finally, Liam gave Kevin a lopsided smile, stopping Kevin's breath in his lungs. "I didn't think you'd prepare a basket, so I had frozen pizza ready."


  The cat meowed as they approached and Liam scooped it up as he walked up the three steps. He brushed his face against the soft looking fur. "Hey there, Tabby," he cooed. "Did you miss me?" he added, before putting the mewling cat back down.


  Kevin watched with a smile. There's nothing like a cute fluffy animal to bring out the soft side of a macho man. The cat bounced away as soon as it caught the glimpse of a dragonfly.


  Liam laughed gently and watched the ginger fluffball dart into the darkness.


  He took Kevin's hand in his and led him to the red blanket spread over a part of the deck. Kevin's palm felt the hot, coarse skin on his long after Liam let go and disappeared into the house. The faint glow from the wall lamps cast softness over the smooth wood. The veranda seemed to be a work in progress since there was no railing. When he sat down, Kevin had a lovely view of the thick forest surrounding the property. The crickets sang loudly in bushes and trees. The sweet scent of nature filled his nostrils.


  Was it ever this peaceful when he lived in Castor Springs? He never really stopped to appreciate it back then. Always in a rush, studying, working, or sneaking off with Benny. Using fake ID's to get into clubs up in San Antonio, drinking, and having fun. He could well picture Liam as a kid spending his nights in the yard, reading on the back porch under flashlight, enjoying the peace and quiet.


  "You live here alone?" asked Kevin after Liam sauntered back from the house with a six-pack of bottled beer.


  "Yup. Had it for about three years now."


  "Built it with your own hands, I bet," said Kevin, watching Liam as he opened the basket and started picking up box after box of food, eyebrows rising higher with each item he picked up.


  "Mostly. Had some help from Charlie. This is a lot of food," he said as he opened a big box of noodles. The smell of spice swirled through the air and Kevin's stomach did a mini-growl. Aside from tasting while he cooked, he hadn't really eaten much.


  "I didn't know what you liked."


  Liam looked up with a tease in his gorgeous eyes, the dimples making a soft appearance. "I'm pretty easy."


  "That so?" said Kevin, fighting down a grin.


  "These smell divine," murmured Liam in his deep voice as he sniffed the noodles.


  "It's been a while since I've cooked or baked anything," said Kevin, enjoying the breathtaking view of Liam sitting sprawled among the food.


  "Baked?" Liam glanced up. His skin looked nice and golden in the easy glow as he lifted the big rounded box and peeked under the lid. "Is that what I think it is?" The smell of cherry and cake mixed in with the various spices.


  "Grandma's recipe," said Kevin with a smile. He rolled up his sleeves before opening the rest of the boxes. "The one we used to have at the bakery."


  "God …" Liam whispered, gazing down at the pie like the little boy Kevin remembered. "Can I have some now?"


  Kevin laughed. "Supposed to be dessert, but sure."


  Liam picked up a fork and dug out a nice chunk, scooping it between his full lips. He groaned as he chewed with his eyes closed, making Kevin's breath stop as he watched. Fucking hell. When Liam opened his eyes with a smile, Kevin cleared his throat and picked up cutleries of his own.


  The small talk as they ate became a little more relaxed with the second beer, and before Kevin knew it, they were swapping stories and laughing.


  "How are your folks doing? Too bad they closed down the bakery. They start up a new one in Chicago?" asked Liam as he drained a third bottle and placed it next to the empty ones.


  "I don't know," Kevin said with a shrug, picking up an oatmeal biscuit. "I haven't heard from them in years."


  Liam, who had already eaten an ogre's worth of food, stopped chewing his third slice of pie. "Really?"


  "The lack of communication wasn't my choice," Kevin said in a low voice. His parents were living legends in this town, so it was inevitable that people would ask about them. It was one of the reasons why Kevin had dreaded going back.


  "What happened?" Liam asked, chewing slowly.


  Kevin shrugged, forcing up a small smile to try to ease the sudden tightness in his chest. "They moved to Chicago without me, so I hitched a ride to L.A.."


  "Because you were gay?"


  "Yeah … The second I turned eighteen. They just couldn't handle it. They'd known for some time." Kevin glanced up from his biscuit. "How'd you know I was gay?"


  "Caught you making out with Benny a few times," Liam said with an easy smile, wagging his eyebrows. "You can imagine what that did to a hormonal kid. Used to follow you around. Stalk you."


  Kevin chuckled. "I really didn't know you had a thing for me back then."


  "You should've known. Everyone had a thing for you."


  "Not guys," Kevin said with a laugh. "But you do understand that I would never have gone for you, don't you? I mean, you're four years younger, right?"


  "Yeah," said Liam with a small smile. "Well, I always hoped back then. I didn't really see the age thing as a problem, but yeah, I understand it now."


  Kevin dipped his chin, focusing on a short trail of ants trying to break into one of the tightly sealed boxes. "I really am sorry I disappointed you like that. I didn't know I was doing it."


  "It's okay," said Liam with a lopsided smile. "I overreacted this morning. I guess you standing me up brought it all back. It's not like I've been living in heartache for the past twelve years. I got over you eventually."


  Hearing that wiped the easy going pleasantness from Kevin's mind. It's not like he expected that Liam was still head over heels for him, but Kevin now realized he wanted Liam to still have a thing for him.


  "You don't sound like a Texan anymore," said Liam after a short moment of silence.


  "Worked hard to drop the accent," said Kevin, clearing his throat and plastering on a small smile. "Though, coming back, it sounds kinda nice." He glanced at Liam, but looked away quickly as Liam was looking right back at him.


  "They don't like Texan-sounding taxmen in L.A.?" asked Liam with an exaggerated accent.


  "Tax auditor," Kevin corrected with a mock-scowl.


  Liam laughed. Did he just inch closer? Or was that just wishful thinking on Kevin's part?


  "Hell," said Kevin, heat crawling up his cheeks. "You used to play that annoying song all the time."


  "Taxman?" asked Liam with a grin, scooting just a little closer. Still not far enough for it to be 'obvious'. "I played it because I knew you hated it."


  Kevin rolled his eyes, breath coming a little short. "I'd go to bed with that damn song playing in my head."


  Liam chuckled. "Is it playing in your head right now?"


  "Yeah. Thanks a lot."


  Liam laughed. "You just don't like it because of the electric guitar pitch. You don't like rock."


  "I like rock," Kevin defended, trying to look indignant. "Decent rock, not rock that sounds like a bunch of tortured cats."


  They both burst out in laughs, and yes, George Harrison and Eric Clapton's version of Taxman was on replay in Kevin's head … in between his mile-a-minute thoughts whenever Liam moved.


  "You finish that report?"


  "Um, no," said Kevin, with what sounded horribly close to a giggle. Liam had just edged a little closer and loomed like a mountain right next to him. "I got excited about the picnic."


  Liam laughed, a deep rumble that vibrated through Kevin's body. Hell, Kevin was starting to sweat. He hadn't been with a guy for a while, but he was never this nervous around any of them.


  "I have to finish it though. My two-week vacation started today, so I won't be able to do any vacationing until after I've sent in the report. I haven't had a proper vacation in years."


  "Going anywhere?"


  "No," said Kevin, glancing up at the hot man beside him. His arms felt heavy in his lap and his white skin looked even whiter next to Liam's dark arm. "Just bumming on the beach or something."


  "You like your job in L.A.?" Liam's bare arm brushed against Kevin's in what could have been an accident, but probably wasn't.


  Kevin swallowed hard as heat surged through his lower stomach down to his groin. "Not really, but it pays the bills. Living in L.A. isn't cheap." He took a quick swig of beer.


  "You seeing someone back there?"


  Kevin shook his head and glanced up into the gorgeous eyes gazing back at him. With a fluttery stomach and a rapidly beating heart, Kevin knew he was in serious trouble. This wasn't just physical attraction, this was every particle in his body and mind yearning to be close to Liam. He'd never experienced this kind of attraction before.


  The big man leaned in a little, forehead touching the side of Kevin's head. "May I kiss you?" he asked in a voice so soft it melted Kevin's insides.


  Kevin didn't answer, but turned his head into the kiss, soft lips brushing. Just a quick, experimental kiss, but it lit up all sorts of fireworks in his body. Liam pulled him into another, the tip of his tongue licking against the seal of Kevin's lips. He slowly pushed his tongue in when Kevin parted them, the wet softness sliding against Kevin's.


  "Mmmm …" Liam groaned, laying his big hand on the side of Kevin's stomach, pulling him closer. All on their own, Kevin's arms went around Liam's neck as they kissed. His head was too busy swimming in clouds to be able to think up or follow a command.


  Liam laid him down on the blanket, pushing his big body on top. Jeans rubbed against jeans, hands stroked and discovered, tongues licked. Kevin was being drowned in the best way imaginable: in the manly scent of Liam, the beer on his tongue, the touch of his fingertips, and the flares and flares of pleasure and emotions rushing to both his heads.


  "Your grandma's cherry pie may be the best in the country …" whispered Liam against Kevin's hair as he eased up Kevin's tucked-in shirt. "… but you taste so much better."


  Kevin inhaled sharply as Liam nipped his neck before diving down and planting his soft lips on Kevin's stomach. The feel of Liam on his bare skin was surreal, plunging Kevin's state of mind into a new kind of euphoria. He didn't have time or consciousness to think when his pants were pushed down and hot moisture engulfed his length. He arched and cried out as he was sucked in all the way, hitting the back of Liam's throat. Too euphoric to feel embarrassed, he came within seconds.


  ****


  "Up and at 'em, pretty boy," said a soft, deep voice in Kevin's ear. "We got work to do."


  Lying on his stomach, Kevin smiled when he felt the soft, slightly stubbled kisses on his bare back. Something warm and ticklish lay across his neck and opening one eye he saw a triangle of a ginger cat ear attached to the soft little head sleeping in the nape of his neck.


  "Mmmmh … Can't I work here?" he mumbled, making the furry ear twitch. "I can't work while you're drilling."


  Liam kissed Kevin between the shoulder blades, sending goosebumps all over Kevin's body. "You want me to drill you instead?" he said softly with a laugh in his voice.


  "Very funny," muttered Kevin, not at all ready to get up, though he couldn't complain about being woken like this.


  Liam chuckled. "I'll bring up your breakfast."


  God, last night … After Kevin came to, they'd stumbled into the house, unable to keep their hands and lips off each other. Somehow, they'd made it up the stairs where they'd all but ripped the clothes off each other's bodies and then half wrestled on the bed, trying to feel the other as much as they could. Liam asked Kevin to top, saying he wanted to feel Kevin inside him for real. Kevin thought his veins would combust with anticipation as Liam pulled up his knees. The intense heat of the tight tunnel slowly engulfed Kevin as he inched further, listening to Liam's little moans whenever he moved. His own labored breaths rang in his ears as he stilled, looked deep into Liam's half-hooded eyes, and then started pumping at a slow pace. Their lovemaking was soft, passionate and loving. So unlike Kevin's usual quickies. They'd kissed the whole time, hands all over each other. When Kevin came for the second time, it wasn't just the ocean-deep pleasure of it, it was also the calm strokes after, the cuddling and the kissing. It was a shame Liam didn't live in L.A. …


  "I found a way we can both work, but if I tell you, you have to make me a new promise," said Liam, laying a tray on the bedside table and sitting down on the bed.


  Kevin shook himself back to the present, his memory of the night not doing anything to ease his very stiff morning wood. He groaned as he turned around, so not ready to get up, especially when he caught a glimpse of the alarm clock. He didn't remember it going off. His freak of a lover had got up, showered, prepared breakfast in bed and it wasn't even six AM.


  "What sort of promise," Kevin asked, sitting up and rubbing the sleep from his eyes. Severely disgruntled, Tabby shot Kevin the stink eye for waking him up and jumped to the floor. It's your daddy's fault, buddy, thought Kevin as he grabbed a glass of orange juice from the tray, but looked up at Liam when he detected hesitation. "What is it?"


  Liam glanced up with a shy smile. "Spend your vacation here … at my house. You might even discover that Castor Springs ain't that bad."


  The request, along with the hopeful look in Liam's eyes, left Kevin short of words. He'd thought of nothing but leaving this sorry-ass town ever since he got here, but to what? An empty apartment and lonely days at the beach? He didn't even have good enough friends in L.A. to join him at the beach. But mostly, it was the twinge in his chest at the thought of leaving Liam that settled it. What did he have to lose anyway?


  "Yeah," Kevin said, kissing the inside of Liam's palm. "Yeah, I'll spend it here."


  Those few words brought out that gorgeous smile to Liam's lips. It was so infectious that Kevin started grinning like an idiot as well.


  "Great," said Liam, and gave Kevin a long kiss. "We're not so busy now, so I'll be able to take some days off after I finish those pavement repairs. Won't take more than a couple of days."


  Kevin drank some orange juice and was about to grab a piece of toast when he thought of his own work. "What was that solution you had? Or do I have to wait two days to finish the report?"


  Liam gave Kevin another kiss before reaching for something on the floor. "First you put in these," he said, placing a small package of earplugs into Kevin's lap. "And then you use these." He dropped yellow earmuffs on the bed. "We have ones with radio in them as well, if you want to listen to music."


  Kevin laughed. "Why didn't I think of this two days ago?"


  "Because you're a hothead?" said Liam with a playful look in his eyes – one that Kevin remembered very clearly from twelve years ago. "Of course, if you want to work here, you can."


  "No," said Kevin a little too abruptly. "I mean, I want to watch you while I work." God, could he sound any more high-school?


  Liam leaned in and kissed Kevin very deeply. Kevin's body melted to jelly, all but one part that stood at full mast and was ready to go.


  "Okay," Kevin whispered when Liam ended the kiss, but kept his face close. "Okay, you can drill me now. We have time for that?"


  Liam smiled, stroking his hand along Kevin's side. "We'll make time."


  THE END … for now
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  A HARD DAZED KNIGHT


  by JJ Cassidy


  CHAPTER 1


  The massive grey gelding fretted, metal chiming as he sidestepped, sweaty and restless. Teeth ground against metal, foam spattering the broad chest. A clod of dirt flew into the crowd as he swung his hindquarters, lifting his tail so it streamed sideways in a silver and black banner.


  "Easy, baby," Jay crooned, and the gelding's ears flicked back. "Soon, yes? Soon, soon, soon. That's my good boy, yes?" The murmured nonsense worked its magic, and the gelding went from ready-to-explode to bored and twitchy. Jay wished somebody could do the same for him. Goliath's pointed, black-tipped ears swiveled at every swell of sound from the massed crowd, and he still chewed at the bit, but his hind feet stayed planted on the ground instead of hovering over it.


  At the other end of the field, Ross, the Master of Ceremonies, shook his head. Jay clenched his teeth as acid rose in his throat. I'm going to kill him.


  Jay hooked the reins over the pommel of the saddle, imploring Goliath to stand under his breath. The horse flipped his nose and snorted, rocking in place from one forefoot to the other. It was his default setting, and Jay had given up trying to break him of the habit years ago. Jay yanked the helm off his head and tossed it at the squire without bothering to look. Tom or Tim – in costume, they looked the same to Jay -- fumbled the catch and the crowd tittered.


  Sweat trickled along Jay's temples, and he shuddered as the hot breeze carried the reek of cooking oil, smoke, and burnt sugar. Under the armor and the quilted gambeson, his soaked linen shirt crawled along his back with every move he made. The humidity had built steadily all day, and he wished it would just rain and get it over with. Over the trees, off to the west, a wall of dark clouds rolled and tumbled, so he might get his wish after all.


  Jay drew his sword. The sooner he got off the jousting field, the better. He predicted a visit to the food stalls in his immediate future, particularly the Fried Twinkie stand. Did the stupid bastard think nobody had noticed? Jay would just bet that Simon's lean good looks had always worked to cut him some slack; he was all dark and intense, with curly hair and russet brown eyes. Jay's dick stirred, and he growled at his own stupidity and took a deep breath.


  "Knavish coxcomb!" he bellowed, putting his heels to Goliath's sides while keeping the reins taut. Goliath happily bounced forward on his hindquarters, ears sideways and foamy spit flying everywhere. "Tripe-visaged bastard! Cowardly sodden-witted whoreson!" Could he say that? Oops. Too late now. "Does the churl refuse to face me in honest combat?"


  Jay asked for a canter pirouette and Goliath obliged, pivoting on his hind legs while his forelegs skipped in a circle. The crowd oohed, and he heard a scattering of applause. He pointed his sword at them.


  "Upon my honor --" They booed and he sneered. "Upon my honor, I swear to seek him out and drag his faithless carcass here, to this field, and see justice done!"


  Ross gaped at him. Yes, idiot-boy, I'm ad-libbing. Work with me, for Christ's sake. Ross gave him an I-hope-you-know-what-you're-doing look and spread his arms. "So say you, Sir Jeremy!"


  Jay curled his lip at Ross, who smirked. Despite what it said on his birth certificate, nobody, not even his parents, had ever called him 'Jeremy'. His father was Jeremy Broussard, he'd always been Jay. However, even he agreed that 'Sir Jay' sounded ridiculous, so he got stuck using his legal first name. Bleh.


  Ross went on, working the crowd. "We all know you are the one without honor. You have one turn of the hourglass to return to this field or the match is forfeit." The crowd clapped and cheered, and Jay was seriously tempted to ride over there and whomp Ross in the head just for theatrical effect. And for fun. Can't forget the fun.


  Instead, he roared: "One turn of the hourglass," and set Goliath at the roped-off corridor back to the stable area. He let him canter, partly to impress the crowd, and partly because now the gelding was so cranked that keeping him to a trot would result in a temper tantrum of epic proportions. Thank you so very fucking much, Sir Can't-Keep-It-Zipped.


  ****


  Who knew the smell of fried Twinkies was an aphrodisiac? Simon certainly hadn't. He didn't even like the damn things, and the idea of eating a deep-fried one made his teeth hurt. But the adorable twink at the fried Twinkie stand had blond hair, pouty lips and gave amazing head; and at this point, after a dry spell measured in months, he'd take what he could get wherever he could get it.


  He'd gotten some much-needed stress relief, and had plenty of time to get back to the stable area and strap on his armor for the afternoon's festivities with that asshole Jay. The sad thing was, he'd really rather have Jay than the twink. Not like he was pining or anything, because that would be pathetic. He was thirty-four, not fourteen. Same as Jay …and there went his afterglow. Wonderful. He shouldn't be thinking about Jay, he should be reliving how good – what was the twink's name, anyway?


  Simon jogged along behind the row of concession booths, slipping back onto the main path from between the grilled turkey leg stand and the one selling ears of corn drenched in butter. The history buff in him cringed; the guy who'd majored in business approved of the long lines of paying customers and could care less about historical accuracy.


  A glint of sun on metal caught his eye, the crowd ahead of him parting like the Red Sea. Simon stopped walking, and took the time to appreciate the view as Jay came striding right for him. So much for the not-thinking thing.


  The sleeveless grey gambeson highlighted the width of Jay's shoulders, and somehow, his black linen pants managed to look sexy as opposed to baggy like everyone else's. The black knee-high boots helped. Simon had some good fantasies going about those boots. Jay had lost his hair tie somewhere, so his shoulder-length dark hair waved behind him as he walked, combining with his linen shirt sleeves to make him the very image of the Evil-but-still-Hot Knight. Too bad he was such an asshole.


  Scurrying along behind him was one of the squires – Tim? Tom? Something like that -- and the Herald or whatever he was, Ross. As Jay got closer, the furious scowl on his face sent a slither of apprehension down Simon's back. Well how the hell was he supposed to keep track of time with no watch and no cellphone? One of the damn pages should have ... oh, right. He'd been hiding from the damn pages.


  Jay narrowed his eyes as he came to a stop about six feet away. "Sir Simon." His gloved fingers flexed on the pommel of his sword. "Did you forget our ... appointment?"


  "Appointment, Sir Jeremy?" When in doubt, stall. He totally sucked when he had to ad-lib, especially in the mock-British accent they all had to affect. "I do not recall – ah. You mean your trifling challenge? The defense of your non-existent honor?"


  A muscle jumped in Jay's cheek. He took two steps forward and backhanded Simon across the face before Simon even saw it coming. They'd rehearsed the move, and Jay didn't put a lot of force behind it, but it still hurt like a son of a bitch. Simon snarled at him, swallowing his reflexive what the fuck? in favor of the more in-character, "You shall regret that."


  Jay, the bastard, grinned at him. It was the first real smile Simon had gotten out of him since they'd met and it stopped him dead. The eyes he'd dismissed as some muddy non-color were in fact dark blue, and the wide mouth curved to reveal straight white teeth. Jay wasn't cute in the least, more like brutally handsome; a French-Norman thug, or maybe a shorter, dark-haired version of Gerard Depardieu. With a better nose. And younger. Okay, not so much like Gerard, then.


  "I doubt it." Jay stepped back and raised his voice. "Do you refuse my challenge?" He spread his arms wide. "Do you refuse to meet me on a field of honor?"


  The crowd that had gathered around them hissed, and Simon rolled his eyes. This whole Good Knight-Bad Knight thing was a tad too theatrical for his taste, which he freely admitted ran more to internet porn than high drama. When he didn't respond on cue, Jay sneered at him. "It is as I thought. You are nothing more than a cringing cur, a spineless whoreson --"


  "Cease your foul prattle, you cod-swallowing --"


  Jay drew his sword and leveled it at Simon. "Draw your sword, sir." Behind Jay, Ross's eyes bugged, and it occurred to Simon that Jay had deviated from the acceptable script a teensy bit.


  Rule One: Always wear a condom. Wrong Rule One. Don't endanger the Faire patrons. That was it. And swinging swords around in the middle of the food court would qualify as endangering the patrons, especially since Simon's sword-swinging skills were on the sucky side.


  Locking eyes with Jay, Simon stepped up until the blunted tip of the sword touched his throat. "I should not care to endanger these good gentlefolk with our swordplay." He raised his eyebrows.


  Jay huffed, and his mouth flattened. He stepped back and sheathed his sword in one motion, something Simon couldn't manage even after almost a month of practice. Jay unbuckled his sword belt and held it out, glaring at the hovering squire. Tom -- or Tim -- hefted the belt and scabbard, which were a whole lot heavier than they looked.


  Smirking a little, Jay tugged on the fingers of his left leather gauntlet, making a show out of taking it off. "Fists, then. Unless you fear to meet me body to body?" He raised one dark eyebrow and started on the other glove.


  Simon had an involuntary memory of Jay, naked in the shower, eyes closed and face turned up into the water. He'd walked in on Jay one night by accident, right after they met, shocked as hell at the instant surge of lust. Jay wasn't remotely his type, so the sight of Jay's broad hands running the bar of soap over all that olive-toned skin shouldn't have had that much of an effect on him. Neither should those muscled thighs rising into the sharply defined ass, nor the taut back covered in more muscles – never mind the cabled forearms and thick biceps.


  Simon mostly did guys who wore eyeliner, guys with tight, lean bodies and pale skin, although he made the occasional exception. Even so, Jay was still not what . . . Ah hell, who was he kidding? The man was seriously fuckable. And, Simon knew for a fact, so not straight.


  Simon grinned and unbuckled his sword belt, almost sighing in relief to be rid of the weight. "No fear there," he growled.


  Jay's eyes widened for a nanosecond and he bared his teeth. "Come then." He tucked the gloves into his gambeson, eyes bright with anticipation.


  "Oh, I intend to."


  CHAPTER 2


  There might be hell to pay when this was over, but in the meantime, Jay intended to enjoy every minute.


  He and Simon had choreographed a fight scene; or rather Alan had choreographed it, and taught it to Simon. Jay and Alan had worked the RenFaire circuit together for the past five years, doing the White Knight/Black Knight thing, until Alan tore his right knee to shit late last winter.


  Simon Cordero was a college friend of Alan's, an ex-polo player, and Alan had sworn up and down he'd be a great match for Jay. The guy could ride, Jay would give him that, but his taste in men was seriously lacking. What a waste, because Jay was tired of his right hand and not too thrilled with his left one, either. The worst thing was that he actually thought they might be good together, and not just in bed.


  Jay swung at Simon and he ducked out of reach, grinning his orthodontically perfect grin. So Jay grabbed the neck of his gambeson and dragged him so they were nose-to-nose. "The fried Twinkie kid? Really?" he hissed and Simon hummed, brown eyes sparking red.


  "Love that creamy center," he murmured, and wrenched Jay's hand off of him. He shoved Jay back. "You have a halfpenny purse of wit," he taunted, raising his voice.


  "What a maidenly man at arms you have become." This time, Jay's fist connected. Simon grunted convincingly and clipped Jay across the head, a little harder than he needed to, and stepped in for the gut-punch.


  "So you say, knave!" Over the sound of Jay's fake wheeze, Simon whispered, "At least I'm getting some."


  Jay hit him back, and maybe he didn't pull the punch as much as he should. Simon bent at the waist and Jay leaned in to whisper in his ear. "Right. He's what? Eighteen?" He followed up with a shove, for effect. "Pathetical nit!"


  "Common dog!" Simon caught him across the ribs, a solid hit. Christ, that actually hurt.


  Jay grabbed for Simon' gambeson with both hands and swung them around so he could see where they were. The fight was supposed to end with some more name-calling, but they needed to be near the Queen's Pavilion for it to work. They were nowhere near the big tent, but about ten feet behind Simon, two men dressed as peasants threw mud at one another, yelling insults and working the crowd. Brett and John, playing the two peasants, would help – they wouldn't miss a chance to rag on him and Simon. That might work.


  Right, then: shove Simon onto the ropes around the Mud Pit, throw out his final line of challenge and they could both stalk off in high dudgeon. Or low dudgeon, if that was possible. He wanted a shower. His clothes were stuck to him, his eyes burned from sweat, and as soon as he got back to his trailer he was shaving his damned hair off.


  A couple more faked body and head blows got them in range, and Jay wound his fist in the neckline of Simon's gambeson. He threw a fist at Simon' head, Simon jerked back, the rope gave way and Simon grabbed him. Fuck.


  ****


  Jay was a hell of lot heavier than he looked, and the mud a whole lot less forgiving than Simon expected. Not that he had expected to fall into any. Simon wheezed and blinked, wondering where all the oxygen had gotten to. Jay looked about as surprised as Simon felt, which didn't make things any better.


  "Brilliant plan," he managed, and heaved Jay off to the side. "Lackwit." He sat up. God, the mud reeked. And he was sitting in it.


  The two peasants skipped into range. "You'd think fine lords such as these would leave us to our filth," the taller one, Brett, whined, giving Jay a death glare. "Don't they have their own pits to wallow in?"


  Jay executed a neat move, more Bruce Lee than Ivanhoe, and flipped onto his feet with no apparent effort. He rounded on Brett. "A pox damn you, you muddy rascals. I should give you a sound thrashing for mocking your betters."


  Simon shook mud off his hands. This was absolutely disgusting. For all the times he'd come off horses, he'd never actually fallen into mud. He took his time getting up, grimacing at the feel of mud caking the back of his linen pants, making the ass even baggier than normal. The clothes better not have to be dry-cleaned. Something dripped onto his neck. Oh God, it was in his hair. He curled his lip at Jay, running around, yelling and threatening Brett and John, entertaining the crowd.


  Good for him. Simon wanted a shower and a drink. Several drinks. Another blow job would be nice too, but there was fuck-all chance of that happening.


  He turned around in time for Jay to sweep him off his feet, and not in a good way. Simon caught himself, went down on one knee and a hand, mud squelching up between his fingers in a totally revolting fashion. He glared up at Jay. "I'm going to hurt you for that."


  "I give you leave to try, my lord," Jay drawled, and that was it, the last fucking straw.


  Simon had put up with Jay's crappy attitude the entire time they'd rehearsed together at Alan's farm, the way Jay avoided him anytime they weren't working or rehearsing. He'd let the monosyllabic answer thing slide, ignored the sneers, pretended he didn't notice the nasty edge to their scripted encounters. They were all bad-tempered with the heat and humidity, he got that, but he'd had enough.


  Jay went down backwards when Simon tackled him, and they slid about two feet, grinding the mud into hair and faces. Jay bucked, nearly dislodging Simon, and grabbed for his hair.


  "Nice. Way to fight like a girl," Simon whispered, and jerked his head back. Jay was on him in a heartbeat, slamming him flat and getting a knee a little too close for comfort. "Watch it."


  Jay narrowed his eyes, an odd smile twisting his mouth. He flexed his hips, and Simon swallowed whatever he had been going to say. Jay licked mud-spattered lips. "That better?" The sultry tone flashed heat down Simon's spine, and another sinuous hip movement took his breath away. He'd seen Jay naked, the full Monty, so the size of the rod pressing into Simon's thigh was kind of a surprise. Where the hell had he hidden that?


  Simon shoved him off, needing to get on his feet. His brain scrambled for a line, found one. "You are not worth another word, else I'd call you knave." He flicked his hands, trying to dislodge some of the mud. He worked with horses; he knew all about being dirty, but this was … gross.


  "More of your conversation would infect my brain." Jay grinned, damn him, and the way he breathed, almost panting, added weight to the heat in Simon's groin. What he wouldn't give to grab Jay right here, right now, and see how that hard-on fit his hand while he got a good taste of Jay's grin.


  From off in the crowd, somebody said, "That's Shakespeare," like they'd committed a crime. He and Jay both glared at the guy, the first thing they'd agreed on yet. Simon studied Jay's harsh profile, considering. Perhaps Jay wasn't as immune to Simon as he'd thought. Simon caught himself before he smiled. He might get that blow job after all.


  "You care not for the Bard of Avon, good sir?" Jay put his hands on his hips, managing to appear haughty even while covered head-to-toe in mud.


  Then he lifted his head and stared at something over the heads of the crowd, so intent on whatever it was that Simon looked, too. A wall of black clouds filled the sky over the trees, stretching up to block the sun. The light shifted, shadow flowing over the crowd, and Simon caught a whiff of ozone as the breeze shifted.


  Jay nodded and blew out a sharp breath, projecting his voice over the buzz of the crowd.


  "Good gentlefolk, attend. It appears that Mother Nature, being fickle as any woman, has withdrawn her favor from us. Unless you wish a thorough dousing, hie your good selves off and take shelter until she deigns to smile upon us once again." He waved an arm toward the refreshment tents, and on cue, thunder muttered and the day went darker.


  "That was so cool," a teenage voice exclaimed. Simon sighed, rubbing his thumbs over his fingers to get off more dirt. Put Jay in front of a crowd, even one with hecklers, and he had them eating out of his hand in minutes. It sucked. Simon blanked if he had to wing it; Jay spouted shit that sounded like knock-off Shakespeare. On the other hand, away from a crowd, Jay was about as talkative as a rock.


  The crowd eddied and drifted in the general direction of the tents, reminding Simon of a flock of sheep without the guidance of a shepherd or his dog.


  Jay made a face at his muddy hands and stepped over the rope barrier. He didn't check to see if Simon followed him, didn't say anything; he just started walking. Grinding his teeth, Simon pulled his boots free of the mud and went after him.


  The first few fat raindrops splatted against Simon's head, warm as they reached his scalp through his short curls. The drops multiplied, rattling the leaves on the trees and sending up puffs of dust on the crushed stone paths. Jay tipped his face back, and the rain made tracks though the dirt on his neck. Simon watched as the last few people ran for cover, vendors hurrying to throw tarps over their goods. He and Jay weren't alone, but he could drop the act for a second; nobody was paying attention to them.


  Simon lengthened his strides and pulled up next to Jay. "Look, I'm sorry about earlier. I thought I had plenty of time."


  "Whatever." Jay didn't look at him.


  Simon grabbed his arm. "What is your fucking problem?"


  Jay stopped, jaw working, and stared at Simon's hand. "Nothing." He twitched his arm free and started walking.


  Maybe he should knock him down again. Simon growled under his breath and followed him. He didn't get this. At all. He wasn't a bad guy, and really, this was his first week doing this. Couldn't Jay cut him some slack? Yes, he'd fucked up, losing track of time. If he didn't know better, he'd think Jay took his casual hookup with the twink personally.


  Simon had tried flirting with Jay, when they met, and got the cold shoulder. To be sure, he'd fished around, hinting to Alan that he didn't want to poach, and Alan made it clear he and Jay weren't involved. They'd been friends since high school, and to hear Alan tell it, the two of them had fucked around back then for a while and then moved on.


  Frankly, he couldn't picture Jay and Alan together at all. Alan was Simon's height, five eleven or so, blond and blue-eyed, a little on the lean side. He and Simon had a one-night thing, back in college, and Simon could not, for the life of him, imagine the adamantly toppy Alan in bed with Jay. And Simon had a vivid imagination. It didn't add up.


  Jay took a shortcut behind the Queen's Pavilion, heading for the wall of fabric and pennants that hid the stable area and living quarters from the guests. One perk of this venue was the four cabins, each one split into two units. It meant that sixteen of the guys working the show got to stay here, on the grounds, not at a motel miles away. He and Jay got to stay here because of the horses, the other fourteen based on how early they were expected to start work.


  Jay's truck and trailer were parked behind the cabins. The enormous four-horse gooseneck trailer had a dressing room and living quarters, and Jay slept there instead of sharing a room with Simon. They'd driven here together from Alan's farm, two interminable days together in the truck. Simon had no problem with silence, and Jay's taste in music didn't suck; he did mind being pointedly ignored. They'd spent a night at a motel in separate beds, Jay with his Kindle and Simon with his laptop. No conversation beyond the minimum. Simon growled again in remembered frustration, staring holes in Jay's muddy back.


  Off to the side of the cabins, the four horses huddled inside an open-fronted shed surrounded by a fenced paddock. Jay went around and pulled a bale of hay from under a tarp behind the shed.


  "Give it to me." Simon grabbed the strings holding the bale together, getting a quick unreadable look from Jay. "You go get their feed; I'll do the hay and check the water."


  "Thanks." Jay still wouldn't look at him.


  "Wow. Look at that. Your tongue didn't blacken and fall out." Simon heaved the bale onto one hip and reached for the gate latch. Why did he even bother?


  The horses nosed him, trying to reach the hay, and he nudged Goliath's black muzzle out of the way. He popped one string off the corner of the bale, freed it, and did the same to the second string. He spread the hay out along the back of the shed, elbowing the other three horses when they got pushy. Simon scooped some stray pieces of hay out of the full water tank and left it at that.


  Jay came through the gate with four buckets, and Simon went over and took two. He clipped them to the back wall of the shed, ducking under Goliath's neck to avoid getting pinned between him and Renfield, the bay gelding Simon had been riding all week. He stood up in time to catch sight of Jay leaning his forehead into Boxer's red-gold neck, one hand clutching the blond mane; a pose so at odds with the Jay of the past weeks it made him blink.


  He could see himself going over to Jay, laying a hand on his tensed shoulder, maybe giving it a squeeze. He just couldn't picture what would happen after that, mostly because he had no idea why Jay looked like he needed comforting. Weird.


  "So why 'Renfield'?" Simon asked, throwing the question out while he puzzled things over. "I mean, I get 'Goliath'. He's huge, it fits. But the other three: Renfield, Boxer and Elvis? Not so much."


  Jay uncurled his fist, and ran his hand along the gelding's shoulder. Simon thought he heard Jay sigh. "I bought Elvis in Memphis. At the time, his name was King." Jay's hand, big and broad, with long, blunt fingers, stroked Boxer's side. Boxer leaned into the caress and Simon imagined those fingers on him. In him. God, yes.


  Simon cleared his throat. "Got it. And the others?"


  Jay turned, not quite meeting Simon's eyes. "Boxer's registered name is 'Box of Rocks'."


  "Really." Simon tore his eyes off Jay's hand. Down boy. "What is he?"


  "American Warmblood. Belgian dam, Thoroughbred sire. He --" Jay shook his head, eyes sliding down to Simon's feet.


  "He what?" Simon kept his voice soft. If he hadn't seen Jay perform in front of a crowd with no trace of stage-fright whatsoever, he'd think Jay was terminally shy.


  "He was an Eventer. He went down on the course at Fair Hills; didn't get hurt, but after that?" Jay shrugged. "He freaked out over even small jumps. His owners wanted to unload him, so I got him cheap. He's over that now, but I don't need him to jump."


  Jay's body had lost the odd tension from a moment ago, and his voice sounded almost normal. Simon didn't understand why; then again, Jay talking beat Jay ignoring him hands down.


  Simon hooked a thumb over his shoulder. "And Renfield?"


  "Right. Um." Jay's wide, dark eyes met Simon's for a moment. He swallowed, and the tip of his tongue flicked his lower lip, making Simon's cock twitch. "His dam was a Shire named Bitsy Spider. And, uh, his sire was a Thoroughbred, a jumper, Lucy's Lover Boy. So --"


  "Oh, man." Simon snorted. "So, you got the spider part, and Dracula was Lucy's lover. Renfield. I get it. That's cool."


  Jay smiled, a slow upward curve of his mouth, and his eyes warmed. He had thick lashes, Simon realized, and they made the whites of his eyes even brighter against his tanned face. Still not cute, but ... damn.


  Goliath swung his butt, shoving Simon, and Jay backed into Boxer to keep the two of them from colliding. Then Boxer moved, bumping Jay forward and pressing him into Simon from chest to knees. Simon braced his hands on Boxer's side, bracketing Jay, at the same time Jay's hands landed on his shoulders. He looked down, Jay looked up, and a shiver ran through Jay as his pupils flared. His dick nudged Simon's thigh, already hard and just as surprising as earlier.


  It was one of those perception-shift things, when you look at something you've been staring at and all of a sudden you see the hidden picture, or it stops looking like a bunch of flowers and turns into a person. Or in this case, Simon recognized the set of Jay's jaw for uncertainty, and read the burn in his eyes as hunger and not anger. He could be totally wrong, but he had a sure-fire way to find out.


  He bent his neck to eliminate their two-inch height difference, and covered Jay's mouth with his own. Jay's fingers curled, bunching the armholes of Simon's gambeson, and he parted his lips and let Simon inside. They both shivered this time, and his hands found Jay's waist, holding him in place. Jay tasted good, tart and hot, and he smelled like sweat and mud and horse and very faintly of mint. Their tongues twined and stroked, and Jay made a sound deep in his throat and pulled Simon closer.


  Dear God, could he kiss. Jay slid a hand up into Simon's muddy hair and angled his head, turning up the heat and increasing the pressure to just this side of painful. Simon rubbed his aching dick along Jay's hip, frustrated by all the padded clothing. He pulled back, loving the way Jay tried to continue the kiss. "Let's take this inside."


  They ducked out into the rain without a word, and Jay double-checked the latch after they went through the gate. Neither of them said anything, although Jay allowed Simon to lead him by the hand to the door of the cabin. They would have to talk about stuff at some point, but maybe they could postpone that until they were naked and possibly in the shower together.


  Before they made it inside, though, Jason popped his head out of the next door down. "Lenny went for pizzas and we have a ton of beer. By the time you guys shower, he should be back. We're eating in here, yeah?"


  "Sure," Jay said, disengaging his hand and taking a step away from Simon. "See you there."


  Before Simon could say a word, Jay was running for his trailer through the pouring rain, leaving Simon to do a slow burn in front of the door to his room.


  "You coming?" Jason asked.


  "Yeah. See you in a bit."


  CHAPTER 3


  Simon hadn't followed him, and Jay couldn't decide if that was good or not. Yes, he wanted to be alone; yes, he'd been an idiot; yes, he wanted the kiss to not have happened. Okay, the last part was a complete lie. He thumped his head on the tack room door. He'd chickened out, pure and simple, run away rather than take a chance on what would happen alone with Simon in a room with a bed.


  He stripped to the skin, grimacing at the wet, muddy state of his clothes. He hung everything up so it would dry; he'd wear his other outfit tomorrow and take care of this during the break before the next series of shows. He should really go over and explain to Simon how to –


  "God, you're an idiot." He made a face at his reflection in the mirror on the back of the door. Alan had twigged to his problem right away, and he'd blown him off, too rattled by his initial reaction to Simon those first few days at Alan's farm to act normally.


  "Just fuck him and get it over with," had been Alan's advice. "Once that's out of the way, you'll be fine."


  Easy for him to say. If Jay stuck to the scripted stuff, fine, he could do that, exchange witty banter and barbed insults lifted wholesale from Shakespeare. He didn't have to think about it. And while they were rehearsing, they didn't need to talk much, not beyond the basics.


  He knew Simon must've fucked Alan back in college. Alan had fucked everybody in college, even going so far as to try women when he got bored. While Alan didn't exactly kiss-and-tell, the impression Jay had was that Simon was a bit more of a top than Alan preferred. Jay could deal with that. He'd gotten lucky more than once over the past five years picking up Alan's rejects.


  It didn't take a genius to figure that letting Simon fuck him would just make it that much harder when Simon inevitably moved on to somebody else. Simon would figure out that Jay was boring as hell quick enough. He didn't have any interests outside of the horses and his job; reading didn't really count. The rationalization hurt, but not as much as being dumped after a week. Or less.


  Jay went through the door into the living quarters at the front of the trailer. He'd shower and change, head over and grab some pizza and call it a night. With everybody there, he could easily avoid talking to Simon. He wedged into the bathroom and turned on the water in the narrow shower stall.


  After almost a minute, it was obvious he wasn't getting hot water anytime today. The propane tank was most likely empty, and he didn't have a spare. Wonderful timing. Maybe he could go over and use the shower in Simon's room. If he went there right now, he might get lucky and surprise Simon actually in the shower. Yup, make more of a fool of himself than he already had.


  Considering how hot it had been, the cold shower should have felt good. It didn't. As he toweled off, his dick -- the traitor -- insisted on reminding him how good Simon felt under him. He liked Simon's body, rangier than his, muscled without the bulk and just the right amount of hair all over. Strong-looking hands, capable hands; Simon's light touch on the reins told Jay everything he needed to know about how those hands would feel on his skin.


  He needed to stop thinking about Simon. He crammed his half-hard cock into boxer briefs and jeans, and yanked on a clean black t-shirt. He had no clean socks left, so he jammed his bare feet into paddock boots and ran for the cabins. At the last second, he detoured to knock on Simon's door. He needed to remind him not to wash the clothes. That was all.


  Simon snatched the door open and hauled Jay inside by his shirt.


  "Hey." Jay grabbed his wrist. "Watch the shirt."


  Simon shoved him against the wall and closed the door. "Fuck the shirt. Tell me something. Was I kissing myself out there or were you there too?"


  "I – yeah." Jay swallowed, not quite sure what the glitter in Simon's eyes meant.


  "'Yeah' what? 'Yeah', you were there too, or 'yeah', I have a really vivid imagination and need drugs?" Simon let go of the shirt but kept his hand in the center of Jay's chest. He spread his fingers, and then his thumb rubbed back and forth, dragging on the fabric. He might as well have been rubbing Jay's dick.


  Jay closed his eyes. "It's not a good idea."


  "Huh." Simon's breath ghosted over Jay's ear. He dragged his lower lip up along the outer curve, touched the tip of his tongue to the top. Jay held his breath to keep from whimpering. "What's not a good idea?"


  Jay shook his head, knowing if he opened his mouth all he would do was beg. For what, he had no clue. Out of nowhere, Simon's hand cupped Jay's balls and slid up with exactly the right amount of pressure. "Oh Christ." Jay pressed his head back into the wall and forced his hands flat next to his thighs. His other choice was grabbing Simon's ass and humping his leg until he came. Both options had their merits, although holding on to the wall seemed less appealing with every squeeze of Simon's hand.


  "So you think this is a bad idea?" Simon slid two long fingers behind the waistband of Jay's jeans, using his other hand to tug the t-shirt out of the way. Jay jerked and whined as Simon's thumb joined the act, gliding along the slit and smearing a drop of slickness around the tip. "Oh that's nice," Simon murmured, and bit down on Jay's earlobe. "Tell me again this is a bad idea. 'Cause I don't see it that way."


  "Jesus." The word came out on a sob as Simon licked the spot below his ear, right at the corner of his jaw; licked it and then grazed it with his teeth. Simon got his whole hand into Jay's pants, flat against his belly, and Jay let go of the wall. Self-control was wonderful, just not right at the moment. Simon pulled his hand free when Jay undid the top button on his jeans, then brushed Jay's hands aside to tug at the zipper until it cooperated. Jay hooked his thumbs in the waistband of his boxer briefs, lifting it clear of his erection. Simon helped, sliding the jeans and briefs down to his thighs at the same time he went to his knees in front of Jay.


  "No, you – oh God." Jay pushed his hips forward, staring at the ceiling so the sight of Simon swallowing him down wouldn't make him come before he got to enjoy this. Simon took about half of him in one gulp, and the heat and the wetness were nothing short of amazing. He pulled back to suck the head, slow and easy, and Jay's hands curled into fists. Simon pulled off and Jay made an inarticulate sound of protest.


  "Watch me," Simon growled. "Don't close your eyes. I want you to watch." He'd shoved his basketball shorts down, and while Jay stared, panting, Simon circled his cock and balls with one hand and tugged on the whole package until his balls were taut globes and his cockhead swelled deep red.


  "Oh yeah." Jay swallowed as his mouth watered. "Want to --"


  Simon cut him off, grinning. "Don't worry. We'll get to that."


  Taking a breath, he slid Jay's cock between his lips again, and didn't stop until Jay bumped the back of his throat. It wasn't enough. It never was. Jay struggled for air, chest hitching, digging his fingers into the wall to keep from fucking Simon's mouth the way he wanted. "Please," he managed. "I don't want to hurt you. Please."


  Simon backed off and wrapped his left hand around Jay's slick shaft. Jay rocked forward, groaning at the hot slide of tongue and lips added to the squeeze of Simon's hand, and the sight of Simon slowly fucking his own fist.


  Jay wished he could see better, wished he could touch, wished he had Simon's hips under his hands instead of wallboard. Simon's mouth was heaven and hell all rolled into one; but oh God, the idea of Simon on his knees, spread wide so Jay could fuck him hard, deep as he wanted, every last inch of him buried in sucking, gripping, molten –


  Jay clenched his teeth against the sounds rolling up his throat and came, his vision whiting out as he sagged against the wall, feet sliding on the wood floor. Simon groaned, the vibration sending aftershocks dancing though Jay's gut and wringing a few last pulses from his softening dick.


  They both jumped when somebody pounded on the outside of the door. "Pizza's here!"


  Simon jerked back and Jay yipped as he popped free of Simon's lips.


  "Jesus, sorry about that." Simon patted Jay's flank, licking his reddened lower lip. "Coming," he yelled and then smirked up at Jay. "Too late," he mouthed, and stood up, sliding his shorts back into place at the same time. "Here." He helped Jay with his jeans and briefs, managing a quick fondle of Jay's ass.


  Jay blinked, still stupid from having his brains sucked down Simon's throat. He whimpered under his breath at the touch of the briefs on his balls, and Simon slipped his hands around Jay's waist under his shirt.


  "I saw you in the shower, one night at Alan's. Very hot." Simon nuzzled his hair, humming. "And that was before I knew you were hung like a porn star." Simon pressed a kiss behind his ear, and then another on the side of his neck, making Jay shiver. Did he have a manual or something? How to turn Jay to putty in one easy lesson?


  "Tell you what," Simon said, drawing back. "You made me come all over the floor; so go save me some pizza while I clean up, and I'll be there in a few minutes."


  ****


  Simon hummed under his breath while he wiped the floor, ignoring the hungry complaints from his stomach in favor of replaying the sight and feel of Jay pinned up against the wall. Oh, and the sounds – can't forget those. He loved to watch, but man, the sounds Jay made were sexy as hell.


  He tossed the towel in the corner of the bathroom and washed his hands before rummaging through his toiletries bag for condoms and lube. It might be pure presumption on his part, but he hoped Jay would come back here after the pizza and beer so they could pick up where they'd left off.


  He ducked out the door and ran the six feet to the entrance of the next room. Brett and John shared that one, the way he and Jay should have shared his. Jay preferred the solitude of his trailer, which meant Simon had a room to himself.


  Inside, six guys plus Jay took up most of the available seating, which wasn't much to begin with. The six of them, Brett, John, Jason, Tim, Lenny and Tom, were arguing over something they'd all watched on television, or maybe it was a movie. Simon didn't watch either, except for history shows or porn; he'd rather read. Jay sprawled in a loveseat, and glanced up when Simon came in, no expression on his face. In Simon's opinion, he looked like he'd been soundly kissed; his lips were darker and fuller than usual, and Simon couldn't help but grin at him in satisfaction.


  Simon snagged a Corona and three pepperoni slices, and wedged into the loveseat next to Jay. Jason gave him a funny look, and it occurred to Simon that he had no idea if any of these guys knew Jay was gay. The only reason he knew was because Alan had told him; Jay was a marvel of discretion. Simon eased away from Jay, not wanting to blow his cover. Although if anybody had been listening at the door, that might be a moot point.


  He scarfed down the pizza and debated having more. He settled for another beer and watching Jay eat pizza and lick sauce off his fingers. A cheap thrill, sure, but he'd take it.


  "We boring you?" Lenny said, and until Jay spoke, Simon thought the remark had been directed at him.


  "I'm just here for the beer," Jay said, getting up. He pulled two beers out of the cooler and sat back down, careful not to touch Simon.


  "So what was up with you two interrupting our show?" John gestured between himself and Brett. "Not that it wasn't entertaining. I'm sure the two of you humping each other in the mud fueled a number of fantasies."


  "Worked for me." Simon smirked around the mouth of the beer bottle, and hooked a thumb at Jay. "Ask him. Wasn't my idea."


  "The rope gave way. Sorry," Jay muttered.


  "Not a problem. But if it happens again?" Brett shook his head. "Try to keep it PG, yeah?"


  "It wasn't that bad," Simon protested. He wanted to look at Jay and check his expression, but didn't.


  "Yeah." John pointed his bottle at Simon and Jay. "Trust me, from where we were standing? That was pretty much the Non-Rated version."


  Brett snorted. "Couple of women in the crowd were majorly disappointed, let me tell you. You really let down the Black Knight fan club."


  Simon took the opportunity to glance at Jay. "You have a fan club?" Jay's cheekbones had a faint flush and he glared daggers at Brett, ignoring Simon.


  When Jay didn't say anything, Simon looked at Brett. "He has a fan club?"


  "Sort of. You know, he's the bad boy, and women dig that." Brett raised his eyebrows and took a sip of beer. "Not that he cares."


  "Wait." Lenny frowned, giving Jay what amounted to an eye fuck in Simon's book. Annoyed, Simon leaned into Jay's shoulder. Mine, asswipe. "I thought you were straight."


  A beat, and then Jay said, "What difference does it make?" He went still, almost holding his breath. Simon took a chance and tucked his shoulder behind Jay's, watching Lenny. Maybe the eye fuck existed only in Simon's illogically jealous mind; Jay had him a little crazy at the moment. He thought he heard Jay sigh.


  Everybody stared at Lenny, who shook his head, hunching his shoulders. "It doesn't. You just coulda said, you know?"


  "Why?" Simon waved a hand at Lenny. "Not like I asked you what you like to fuck, did I?"


  "I'm asking him, not you," Lenny said.


  "It's a solidarity thing." Simon stretched his legs out and crossed them at the ankles. "Maybe we just don't care to advertise our orientation."


  "Oooh, I do love a polysyllabic man," Brett cooed, batting his eyelashes. He reached across John to whack Lenny in the arm. "Don't be a dick. Hey, speaking of which, did anybody tape American Idol?"


  Two beers and four slices of pizza later, Simon realized he might have been onto something with his Jay-is-Shy theory. Other than three short sentences, all in response to a direct question, Jay sat there like a lump. And Simon had no idea if this was normal or not. He hadn't hung out with these guys at all this week; he and Jay spent evenings working out the kinks in their choreographed scenes and trying to get Simon up to speed on swordplay.


  Nobody seemed to think it was odd for Jay not to talk, though, which lent some weight to the normal side of the scale. By Simon's count, Jay had finished five beers, and other than slumping a little in his seat, he didn't seem affected by them. Simon watched when Jay headed off for the bathroom, and he seemed steady enough. When Jay got back, after snagging another beer, he settled next to Simon, closer than before.


  Tim tossed a balled-up napkin at Jay to get his attention. "Hey."


  "What?" Jay stretched out his legs. He made a noise, a sort of amiable grunt, and Simon revised his opinion of how sober Jay might or might not be. Jay laid his arm across the back of the loveseat, angling his legs into Simon. His hand brushed Simon's bare shoulder, sending a wave of goosebumps across Simon's entire body, and Simon's estimation of Jay's sobriety dropped way, way down.


  "You still doing the grudge match thing when we get to Pennsylvania?"


  "Not sure." Jay shrugged, and tipped his bottle up to take a sip. His callused thumb described a slow arc along Simon's trapezius, which was apparently wired to his dick. Who knew? Jay's voice lowered half an octave, the slight rasp raising another round of goosebumps. "If Harris shows up, then yeah, I guess so."


  Tom – who, it turned out, was Tim's cousin, which explained the spooky resemblance – leaned forward. "You should, dude. It's seriously cool. And the crowd goes apeshit."


  Jay made circles with his fingers on Simon's shoulder, feather light and deadly to Simon's brain function. Jay's breathing sped up a little, and he shifted in his seat, before tipping the bottle up to his lips. Simon didn't watch his throat muscles move, didn't watch Jay lick beer off his own lower lip. Much.


  "What grudge match thing?" Simon caught Jay's eyes.


  "Stupid," Jay said, staring at Simon's mouth and confusing the shit out of Simon.


  "No it's not," Tim protested. "It's like, the real thing."


  "Yeah," Jay drawled, drawing a funny half breath. "We can both get real hurt. The crowd will love that." He flattened his hand, sliding his fingers under the strap of Simon's wife-beater.


  "Can somebody explain?" Simon looked from Tom to Tim. He needed to think about something other than Jay's fingers on his shoulder and how much better they would feel elsewhere. He rested one ankle on the opposite knee to camouflage his lap and wished he'd worn a different shirt. Or maybe no shirt. Jay stroked up the back of his neck, thumb sliding under his hair, and breathed out on a bass hum. Jesus. Simon inhaled and let it out slowly. Apparently, beer did a very thorough job of lowering Jay's inhibitions.


  "It's this other knight, Charlie Harris," Tom explained, eyes alight. "We do a big show in Pennsylvania, end of July, us and another group of performers. Him and Jay put on a demonstration a couple of years back, a full-on mounted joust followed by a sword fight. It was so popular, it got written into the show as a grudge thing between two Barons, with Jay and Charlie as their champions. It's awesome."


  "So why don't we do that?" Simon turned back to Jay, raising his eyebrows. "My pathetic sword skills aside?"


  "You're not big enough," Jay said, with no trace of a smile. He set his empty beer on the floor. "Neither is Alan."


  "I beg your pardon? I'm taller than you by, what? Two inches? Three?" Simon huffed.


  "But you don't have the mass." Jay swept Simon's body with a glance, lingering over his lap, where Simon's dick did its best to wave hello. His mouth quirked up on one side. "I've got maybe twenty-five pounds on you, which gives me an advantage. If we jousted for real, I'd have you on the ground the first pass."


  Simon made a face, intending to protest, and turned to face Jay. The last thing he expected was Jay pulling him forward by the back of the neck and kissing him. On the mouth, in front of everybody. With tongue. He tasted like beer and pepperoni and tomato sauce, and the way his tongue swept in and took possession stole Simon's breath.


  "I didn't need to see that," Jason said, while somebody else made a gagging noise.


  "I think it's time for you two to go to your room." Brett's suggestion got a round of verbal approval in five voices.


  "We'll check on the horses," Tim offered.


  "Works for me," Simon murmured.


  CHAPTER 4


  The rain hadn't stopped, although Jay hardly noticed. He couldn't believe he'd done that, kissed Simon in front of everybody. The touching started by accident, and then he couldn't stop, especially once he realized how turned-on Simon was. And Simon's mouth was just so damn tempting, between the full lower lip and the taste of him, sort of smoky and spicy and sweet, all at the same time.


  Simon pinned him up against the door when they got outside, treating him to an open-mouthed wet kiss while he groped Jay's ass two-handed. Somehow, they managed to open the door to Simon's room and get inside without stopping what they were doing. Jay had his hands in Simon's short, dark hair, enjoying the way the soft curls wrapped around his fingers.


  "I want you to fuck me," Simon moaned, and Jay's brain shorted out.


  He blinked at Simon. "Huh?" He'd just assumed Simon wouldn't let him, and he'd been okay with that. Mostly.


  "You do top, yeah?" Simon panted. "Please tell me you top."


  "Yeah, but ... I thought ..." Jay floundered, lost in a rush of pure want; imagining Simon, on his knees, spread out on the bed, waiting for Jay to take him.


  "Right." Simon grinned. "I think I forgot to pack my tiara, but I'm pretty sure I have my 'Size Queen' t-shirt here somewhere. Of course I want you to fuck me. Jesus." He stepped back, toeing off his sneakers and shrugging out of his shirt at the same time; his shorts hit the floor a second later. He carried a lot of muscle on a narrow frame, long-legged with nice, sharp delineation all over. Jay's palms itched with the need to touch all that lightly tanned skin on display.


  Jay wrenched his paddock boots off, not caring where they ended up, and skinned his jeans and briefs down his legs. He kicked them away while he tugged the t-shirt over his head, hissing when Simon took the opportunity to run two warm hands down his sides. Naked, Jay walked Simon backwards, and tumbled them both onto the bed. Simon tried to kiss him again, but Jay bit his chin and then his throat, needing to taste skin.


  "Tell me what you like." Simon turned his head to give Jay better access. "What do you want?"


  Jay growled in frustration. Why did people want to talk during sex? What was the point? He slipped a leg in between Simon's thighs and rubbed his cock along his hip, pressing a sucking kiss with a hint of teeth into Simon's neck. How much clearer did he need to be?


  Simon rolled, hooked Jay's leg with his. "Show me, then."


  Oh. Oh, that he could do. With pleasure.


  Jay rose on his hands, glad for the little lamp next to the bed so he could see the way Simon looked at him right then; enjoy the way Simon licked his lips and ran his hands over Jay's forearms and up his triceps. Jay slipped between Simon's legs, nudging them apart, and dipped his head to lick up the center of Simon's chest. He circled a flat nipple, tiny nips and kisses, coming close but not touching. Do you like that?


  "Don't tease." Simon threaded his fingers through the hair at the nape of Jay's neck.


  A light graze of Jay's teeth made Simon arch up a little. Jay sucked, not too hard, and Simon inhaled. More teeth, this time, and a tug, earned him a whine. So you do like that. Jay switched to the other side, and tried flicking with the tip of his tongue in between harder and sharper nips. Simon panted, and his hand gathered up Jay's hair, holding him in place. Back to the first nipple, sucking harder now; Simon twisting under him, trying to rub his cock on Jay's belly.


  "Stop," Simon managed. "Oh God, please – you're gonna make me – Christ!"


  Jay bit down and tugged, closing his eyes as Simon's moan turned to a grunt and wet heat splattered his abs. You really like that.


  "Not fair." Simon sounded pissed and breathless, and he let go of Jay's hair to slap his hands on the mattress.


  Jay hummed and lapped at the streaks of come. Not done yet. Creamy saltiness and the rasp of hair made a pleasant combination on his tongue as he made his way down Simon's lean belly.


  "Nobody ever did that before," Simon murmured, reaching for Jay's hair. "Didn't think I could come from that. Come here." He drew Jay up his body, and Jay straddled his hips so they could be face to face.


  Their mouths met, not as frantic as before, and Jay went down on his elbows to get closer. Their bodies moved together easily, Simon's hands petting Jay's spine and shoulders before skimming over his ass. Jay could get lost like this, listening to the catch in Simon's breathing when he did something Simon liked, feeling Simon's heart against his chest, out of rhythm with the dull ache at the base of his own cock.


  The six beers meant he could wait, but not forever. It had been, oh God, six months at least since he'd fucked anybody. And that had been rushed, up against a wall, not in a bed with privacy and a whole night ahead of him. Simon's cock stirred between them, not that it had gone completely soft before. Jay broke their kiss, pushing up onto one hand and tapping Simon's hip with the other. Roll over.


  "Geez, you're bossy." Simon smirked and wriggled onto his stomach, using one hand to tuck his growing erection safely out of the way. "Good thing you're hot."


  Jay huffed a laugh between Simon's shoulder blades before licking the back of his neck. Salty. Nice. He mapped Simon's back with his mouth, breathing in along his skin, memorizing the scent and taste for when he needed to remember what it was like to be with somebody this way. He leaned his forehead against Simon's back for a second, waiting for the unexpected ache in his throat to go away. Stupid.


  Simon reached around, fingers stroking Jay's arm. "Jay?" He started to roll, and Jay shook his head, dropping his weight onto Simon to keep him in place. "You okay?" Simon arched his back, pushing into Jay's dick, deliberately teasing him, and his voice changed, lightened. "You ever gonna get around to using this thing? Or are you all mouth?"


  Grateful, and not wanting to examine why, Jay scooted back and bit Simon's left butt cheek. He'd lusted over this ass from the minute he'd seen Simon in breeches, and the one time he'd seen Simon in chaps had become a favorite jerk-off fantasy. He kissed away the sting when Simon yelped, smiling as Simon pulled his legs under him to raise his ass in the air. Jay nibbled along the crease at the top of each thigh, torturing both of them.


  What else do you like? This? Jay nuzzled Simon's crack, going low to lick behind his balls and working his way up. Simon grunted and spread his legs further. That would be a yes. Jay didn't remember when he'd done this last, or to whom. It didn't matter. He closed his eyes and concentrated on Simon, hearing the catch of his breathing when Jay stabbed him with his tongue, the faint whine every time Jay used the flat of his tongue anywhere and everywhere.


  Simon finally lunged for the nightstand, grabbed the lube and a condom and swung a hand back at Jay to drop them on the bed. "This is really nice and all, but I'd like you to fuck me now, okay?" Simon glared at Jay with one eye, the effect ruined by the way he breathed like somebody who'd just run up three flights of stairs.


  Jay got on his knees, and with no warning, popped his thumb inside Simon, riding on spit. Simon hissed and Jay hummed at him. He'd like to do that some more, see how far he could take Simon. Another time, if he got that lucky. Jay drizzled some lube and worked two fingers in deep, twisting until Simon arched and grunted happily, sounding a lot like Goliath. While Simon rode his fingers, Jay managed the condom one-handed and slicked himself up. He added a third finger and spread them, shivering when Simon groaned and slid his knees further apart.


  He pulled his fingers out and smoothed both hands over Simon's ass, spreading his cheeks. He paused. Ready? Simon breathed out, welcoming Jay inside.


  Even after the careful prep, Simon was tight, and Jay shoved halfway in and hung there, breathing deep and waiting, trying not to listen to the way Simon whimpered or he'd lose it. Simon reached back and tugged at Jay's flank.


  "'S'okay," he muttered. "More."


  Jay gripped Simon's hips and pulled him back, clenched his jaw and slid all the way home, his balls brushing Simon's skin. His turn to whimper now, with Simon deliriously hot and tight around him.


  Simon sighed, ending in a groan when Jay rolled his hips. "That's it, baby." Simon braced his arms and dropped his head. "Do that again."


  Jay managed two strokes before he gave in and looked down, leaning back so he could see Simon stretched around him. The words slipped out before he could stop them. "Look at you," he rumbled. "God, that's perfect. Exactly how I thought you'd look."


  Simon made a sound, a startled moan, and now his ass was still tight, just not so ... tense. Jay groaned, not sure what he'd done but delighted anyway. And then like before, when they'd kissed for the first time, it all made sense: Simon shifted the least bit, Jay adjusted his angle, and they were in sync, like they'd done this together for years instead of less than two minutes.


  "Oh God, yes." Simon grabbed the bedding in both hands, rocking back to meet every stroke, urging Jay deeper. "More."


  Jay swore under his breath and concentrated on hitting the exact right spot, rubbing past Simon's gland to draw another startled moan out of him. He had it now, the rhythm and the motion, same as riding, the same fluid rock and roll of his hips and spine. And Simon moved with him, breathing in counterpoint, harsh panting while the tension rose and built, neither one looking to postpone the inevitable.


  "Harder. God, Jay, please – harder." Simon's shoulders bunched, and Jay let go of his hips to run a hand up his spine, wanting to taste the sweat rising on his skin. From the strangled sound of his whine, Simon's teeth were clenched, and he forced Jay to meet his faster pace.


  Jay wanted to ask if Simon could come like this, just from this, no hands, but he was so damned close – no way could he make words now. The boiling ache behind his balls, in them, hovered on the edge of too much, every burning brush of his thighs against Simon's flesh cranking him higher and tighter. And oh yeah, the indescribable slick heat surrounding his cock, the way Simon clasped every inch of him – he panted and trapped a whine behind his teeth as he tunneled into the absolute perfect combination of taut resistance and melting, sucking welcome.


  "Please, baby." He didn't know how he could speak, but the words were there, dark and raspy. "Come for me, Simon."


  Simon dropped his chest to the mattress and writhed on Jay's dick, his deep moan rising to a desperate keen. He bucked, and his ass clamped down, whiting Jay's vision and ripping his orgasm right out of him so fast his breath stuttered to a stop. Then he roared, shoving deep, his fingers biting into Simon's hips.


  They went down in a sweaty tangle, rolling sideways out of the wet spot just in time. Simon grabbed for his hand and kept them close, nested together and tethered by Jay's still-twitching cock. Simon twisted his head so he could touch his forehead to Jay's hair. "Oh my God."


  For a second or two the only thing Jay heard was the pounding of his own heart and their combined harsh panting. Then, from the room next door, somebody whistled, a long admiring cat-call. Applause followed, along with the sound of stamping feet. Jay leaned his flushed cheek on Simon's sweaty shoulder as Simon snorted breathlessly into the bedspread.


  "Told you," Jason said, probably raising his voice so they could hear him. "Told you he'd make Simon scream. You owe me twenty."


  CHAPTER 5


  Simon staggered into the bathroom around midnight, closing the door before he turned the lights on. He peed for what seemed like about an hour, wincing as the ache in his ass made itself known. He hadn't been kidding about the size-queen thing; then again, he couldn't imagine anybody into dick saying no to nine or ten inches of velvety hard goodness. Not gonna happen.


  He flushed the bowl, and when he went to wash his hands he realized that Jay must've been in here earlier. The soap was moved, and a wet washcloth hung on the shower rod. Simon eyed it, and decided a quick wipe down couldn't hurt. He'd pretty much passed out earlier, too fucked out to do more than shove the bedspread out of the way and get under the sheet. He ran the washcloth under hot water, making a face as he scrubbed at the dried come on his belly he'd missed.


  His nipples hurt, and the one Jay had bitten looked swollen. He'd known they were sensitive, and yeah, he liked playing with them; he had no idea he could literally get off on it. The pain had been all good, and his dick perked up at the memory. He needed to be able to ride tomorrow, so getting fucked again tonight was a bad idea. He would like more of Jay's body, though.


  He left the light on over the sink and closed the door partway behind him. The spill of illumination showed Jay face up on one side of the bed, the sheet down around his knees. He rolled into Simon's space, sliding a hand across the mattress. Jay raised his head, blinking at Simon through his tangled hair. "You okay?"


  Simon lay down in front of him, their legs twining with almost magnetic attraction. Jay slid a hand into the small of Simon's back and buried his face in Simon's neck, his stubbled cheeks dragging pleasantly. "I didn't hurt you?"


  "Nah. I'm good." Simon rubbed his own bristled chin on Jay's hair, wondering where all this need to cuddle came from. "Told you." He swallowed as Jay kissed along his collarbone. "I like big." He pushed Jay onto his back. "Not saying we can do that again if I need to ride tomorrow, yeah?" Simon breathed in near Jay's armpit, enjoying the tang of clean sweat. "I would like to suck you off again." He took a guess, and drew a flat nipple up between his lips. Jay sighed, and then hummed, one hand cupping the back of Simon's head.


  "We'll come back to that," Simon promised, and slid south.


  Jay's dick lolled on his hip, not hard, but not entirely soft, either. Simon gathered him in, breathing through his nose and diving down until his chin tickled Jay's balls. Jay raised one knee and rocked his hips. "Oh. Oh, Simon. Oh yeah." Simon backed off as a surge and a twitch nearly choked him, concentrating on that and not the way his stomach curled when Jay said his name, all hoarse and breathless.


  He worked the fat head, lapping at the slit and teasing the bundle of nerves underneath, hands planted on Jay's hipbones. Jay stroked his hair, breathing in fits and starts, legs moving restlessly. Simon swirled his tongue through silky, salty drops before bobbing down as far as he was able.


  "Fuck me." Jay drew in a shuddering breath. "Fuck me?"


  The second time, Simon understood that it was a question and not a comment on his skills. He hummed, putting an upward lilt at the end and pulled off with a wet pop. "You want that?"


  Jay had him flat on his back with a tongue down his throat before Simon knew what hit him. He wanted to point out that Jay should be the one on the bottom, except Jay started pumping Simon's cock, adding the squeeze at the end the way he liked, cutting off rational thought. Jay let go, leaned forward to snag a condom off the nightstand, and tossed it on Simon's chest. He produced the lube from under a pillow and squirted a generous amount on three fingers.


  Without the least trace of shyness, he crouched over Simon, feet flat on the bed, and reached behind himself to shove all three fingers up his ass. Dear God. Simon froze, mesmerized by the way Jay bit his lower lip and his nearly silent moan. Jay smiled at him, lip still caught between his teeth, and moaned a little louder. His cock hung long and heavy between his spread thighs, a pearly drop suspended at the tip.


  Simon tore open the wrapper and put on the condom as fast as his unsteady hands could manage, moaning behind his teeth. Maybe he could get Jay to do that again facing the other way, or maybe they could find some sleazy motel with a shitload of mirrors so he could watch no matter what. Either way, he planned on doing this again. Over and over.


  He pushed his cock upright and touched Jay's knee. "Come on. Let me see you take it."


  Balancing with his fingertips grazing Simon's sternum, Jay dropped gracefully onto his knees, and let Simon line them up. He sank down, sheathing Simon in fever heat, and the light from the bathroom played across his abdomen and chest, highlighting every muscle. Simon ran his hands up the powerful thighs bracketing his waist, crisp hair tickling his palms.


  Jay closed his eyes, and bit down hard on his lower lip. Then he moved, a wicked roll of his hips that dragged a groan out of Simon. Jay rode him, a quick upward wiggle followed by a dizzying downward push, and right when Simon ran out of air, Jay took his cock in hand and started to pump, matching his hips stroke for stroke.


  Simon dug his heels into the mattress and prayed he could hold on another minute, muttering "oh God" under his breath as he watched Jay's balls draw up. Jay's head dropped back as he changed tactics and simply fucked his fist; Simon held on to his thighs and gave him a slam on every down stroke until Jay's low moaning changed to increasingly desperate sobs.


  "Harder." Jay's chin dropped to his chest. "So close. Simon, baby, harder -- oh." His shocked grunt told Simon what he needed to know, and he changed stride, going for short hard jerks that kept him on target while Jay screamed behind clenched teeth and spattered Simon's chest with musky heat. Jay's entire body tensed as he came, every muscle delineated, gorgeous and totally unselfconscious as he lost himself in what Simon made him feel.


  The first mind-bending clench of Jay's ass sent Simon over the edge right behind him, long spasms milking him past pleasure to the borderland of pain. He kept moving through the aftershocks, rocking to a stop only when Jay's breath caught on a whuff of discomfort.


  Jay seemed dazed, allowing Simon to ease them apart and nearly whimpering when Simon tried to get out of bed to wipe off. Simon let Jay burrow against him, murmuring nonsense into Jay's hair, his ear, soothing both of them. Then Jay dragged his face down and kissed him; his mouth moving so sweetly, so hot and tender, that Simon gave up and sank into Jay, wrapping them both up in his arms until they fell asleep.


  ****


  The next time Simon woke up, the sun was up, or at least he figured it was. His cellphone skittered and buzzed down on the floor, whistling at him to announce a text. He got it on the first try, bringing it up to his face and rubbing his eyes until he could focus. He read the text, acknowledged it, and dropped the phone back on the floor.


  Today's show, or his and Jay's part at least, was cancelled. The horses got a day off on account of the rain, and because the field they had been using was a soupy mess. Fine by him. He and Jay could go off and have breakfast, preferably IHOP, and maybe get on the road in the early afternoon. Or they could stay here, in bed, and head out tomorrow morning. That sounded even better.


  It did occur to Simon that he couldn't hear Jay anywhere. He'd assumed Jay was in the shower, or just the bathroom. Simon sat up. Jay's clothes were gone, and his shoes. He had a vague memory of Jay kissing the back of his neck, and a tentative touch of a hand on his hair. Taken together, both things seemed oddly ... final.


  Son of a bitch.


  CHAPTER 6


  Jay was with the horses, forking manure into a tub, wearing his clothes from last night. His wet black t-shirt clung to his body, and for some reason, the sight spiked Simon's temper up another notch.


  "So this is where you got to." Simon smiled grimly when Jay couldn't disguise a flinch. "I thought you might have been in the shower. I wanted to think that's where you were, you know?" He went through the gate and walked under the eaves of the shed, leaning a hand on Goliath's rump. "Except you're out here, being industrious."


  "Show's cancelled," Jay said, staring at the ground. "Figured I'd get a start on cleaning up. Hit the road in couple of hours."


  "What about breakfast?" Renfield came over and nudged Simon for treats, and he absently scratched the flat forehead.


  "I'll just stop on the road."


  "You'll -- " Simon closed his eyes for a second, breathing in horse and wet hay and rain, waiting for the stabbing ache behind his sternum to subside. "Right. So that's it? One night and we're done?"


  Jay shrugged and shook his head, turning away so Simon couldn't get a good look at his face. "It wouldn't work."


  "What wouldn't work? Us?" Simon remembered Jay saying something similar yesterday, something about it not being a good idea. "Why?"


  "Just -- " Jay shot him a look composed of equal parts pissed-off and hunted. "It won't," he mumbled, and wiped his nose with the back of one hand.


  For no logical reason, Simon found himself smiling. Grinning, actually. "See, you're doing this ass backwards." Jay gave him a wary look. "First we have an argument. You say you want to break up with me, then I give you all the reasons why you shouldn't. Then we go to breakfast, and you're all pouty and sullen while I ignore you and enjoy my pancakes."


  "I don't pout," Jay said under his breath. "And we're not even -- "


  "Now you've got it." Simon nodded, raising his eyebrows as Jay scowled. "Where was I? Right: pancakes. Then we drive back here – still not talking – and then you give in and kiss me. Then we have really fantastic make-up sex."


  He walked up and took the manure fork out of Jay's lax hand. He dragged the tub over to the fence and leaned the fork on the outside, out of the way. He came back over to Jay and got right up close, staring into a pair of bemused blue eyes.


  "And I just go along with this?" Jay asked, mouth fighting a smile.


  "Well, yeah. Why wouldn't you?" Simon tipped his head to one side.


  Jay's chin dropped and he sighed and shook his head. This time, when his eyes met Simon's, they were bleak, all the humor gone. "Because I can't share you." He swallowed. "Because I don't want to be here when you move on to somebody else."


  Simon sighed. He didn't want to do this, but sometimes you had to take one for the team. He shoved Jay and then tackled him, both of them landing in the mud, tangled on their sides. It wasn't any more fun than yesterday, but it worked great as a delaying tactic.


  "There's never a guarantee," he said, when his lungs worked again. He rolled on top of Jay, who was still wheezing. "But the only way I plan on walking out on you is if you throw me out. Got it?"


  "You'll get bored." Jay dropped his head back into the mud with a splash. "I'm boring. You'll want to leave."


  "Right. Me, the guy with no life other than riding and internet porn will get bored with you. Try harder, sunshine." Simon leaned their foreheads together. "Just so you know? Sharing is overrated. I want you all to myself." He brushed his mouth across Jay's tight lips, licked a line from one side to the other. "And for the record? He was twenty-one, not eighteen. And it should have been you I was with, not some random twink." Simon eased away so he could see Jay's eyes, meeting his deep blue gaze with a steadiness at odds with the flutter in his gut.


  Jay growled and flipped them over, threading his hands through the hair at Simon's temples and holding him still. Jay swallowed, eyes still fixed on Simon's. "You're serious about this?"


  Simon nipped Jay's lower lip. "Totally. Does that mean we get to have phenomenally hot makeup sex now?"


  Jay smirked, and kissed him, hard and fast, with a trace of the sweetness of last night. He pushed to his feet, offering Simon a hand up. "Nope. Shower first. Then pancakes. Let's do this right." His hand tensed, almost as if he wanted to let go, and Simon laced their fingers together and held on. Jay took a deep breath. "I want this," he said. "I want you." He licked his lips and drew a deep breath, stretching the wet t-shirt. "I want us."


  Simon stepped in close, tipping his head to meet Jay's mouth. "Now you're talking."


  THE END
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  Hot, bare-chested twink sits on a motorbike, the sunlight gleaming on his impressive six-pack.
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  Dear Author,


  I like a big, hard, hot, thumpin', throbbin' monster between my legs.


  Come and ride it and tell me what you think.


  Sincerely,
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  HARD RIDE


  by Danni Keane


  This was true love.


  The faint smell of leather, the smooth rumble of power vibrating his body, the intoxicating knowledge that this was his. The only thing that was his anymore. Since the divorce and for a long time leading up to it. She'd taken everything. His daughter, his home, his youth.


  The only thing she hadn't been able to claw from him with her perfectly manicured nails - something he'd also paid for - was his meagre pension plan. She'd thought it was no use to him. What is security worth for someone with an empty future?


  So he'd blown the lot on his dream. A BMW E30 M3. Diamond Black. Thirty-grand worth of pure classic cool. And it was worth every penny. Because when he heard the indecent purr the engine made when he put his foot to the floor, he was Nico, all round badass, motherfucking pimp. He smiled to himself. Well maybe not quite. But at least he wasn't Nick, thirty-seven-year-old divorced gay dad of a kid that hated him.


  Nick kept his eyes on the road as his fingers fumbled with the radio. Nico wouldn't turn it down. He'd pump the bass right up, cruise round the 'hood, windows down. But Nick's 'hood was suburban Surrey and he'd end up with an ASBO. Besides, he wanted to listen to something less grating. It wasn't because he was getting old. After all, it wasn't the thumping music he objected to. He even quite liked it on days like these; windows up, pounding beats competing with the pelt of rain against the windscreen. It was the inane chatter between songs he couldn't stand. He'd rather listen to the annoying squeak that accompanied each sweep of the wipers. He really needed to get them replaced.


  Nick squinted through the continuous fat raindrops exploding against the windscreen. The inadequate wipers smeared them into a wet trail which made visibility even harder. A sea of lights shimmered before his eyes, blurring into a hypnotic red haze, until his trance was broken by two bright flashes of amber. Some smart arse had switched his hazards on. Nick's foot, already on the brake in anticipation, slammed down hard. His eyes flickered up to the mirror, momentarily fixing onto the exasperating grey hairs at his temples, before a black streak filled his vision, the rider of the motorbike behind him not about to roll to a stop. The car jolted with the impact, and Nick froze in horror as the motorcyclist tumbled forwards over the handlebars, landing with a heavy thud onto the back of the car.


  The shock of adrenaline pumping through his veins kept him in his seat for a few moments, as his brain tried to decipher what had just happened: the hazard lights, the streak of black, the motorcyclist. Shit. The motorcyclist.


  Nick unbuckled his seatbelt and pulled at the door handle. A gust of wind whipped the door open.He staggered towards the back of the car to find a crowd of people already gathered there helping the motorcyclist to his feet. The man wobbled a little before patting himself down, probably running through a mental checklist of body parts. He grabbed the flame-covered helmet and yanked it off.


  It was a young guy, early twenties Nick reckoned. Good looking, trendy, with an earring, and tight, tight jeans slung low on slim hips. Young and reckless. Probably only just got the L-plates off, which might explain how he'd managed to drive straight into the back of Nick's car. Nick glanced over at the almighty dent in the boot. Bloody hell, the guy better have insurance.


  Nick strode towards the young man. Nico would be an arsehole about it, probably get a baseball bat out and start beating the guy senseless. Nick would just be an arsehole. "What the fuck?"


  The lad's already wide blue eyes opened even wider. "Shit, I dunno what happened." He shook his head. Acting dumb.


  "You were being a complete dick, and you drove straight into me?" Nick offered.


  "Well...I dunno that..." The big blue eyes flickered upwards and Nick swore he could see the thoughts ticking around in his head. 'Never admit liability' he was thinking, and Nick wasn't having it.


  "You got insurance?"


  "Yeah, of course I have." The lad pulled himself up to full height, just slightly taller than Nick, and met Nick's eyes with an intense stare. "What about you?"


  The little shit. There was no way he was turning this around onto Nick.


  "Yeah, but it's not me that needs it. It's you who crashed into me."


  The young man rolled his eyes like a spoilt teenager, brushed past Nick towards the car and dared to run his hand across the dent in the bumper. He raised his eyebrow at Nick. "Well, it looks like your car got off lightly." He glanced back at the mangled heap of metal on the ground. "My bike's fucked." His full lips pulled into a sulky pout.


  Nick started to wish for that baseball bat.


  There was a tug on his arm, and he turned to find an old guy with more dandruff than hair, pushing a piece of paper into his hand. "There's my number, if you need a witness."


  "Yeah, thanks," Nick told him, stuffing the soggy paper into his equally soggy pocket.


  "Do you need any help moving the car?" It was obvious the guy wanted to get going. Other people were getting back into their cars now the drama was over.


  "Nah mate, it'll be fine." Bugger off, baldy.


  The engine started first try and he manoeuvred the car onto the kerb. Some of the crowd had already dragged the bike over there. Nick gave people a nod of thanks as they drove off then wandered over to the young guy squatting miserably by the mangled bike looking sullen under the dark hair plastered to his face. "What's your name?"


  "Sam," the boy replied, his eyes fixed on the ground.


  "I'm Nick. I would say it's nice to meet you, but really, it's not." Nick allowed a little smile to creep onto his face. Nico had just about sodded off by now and he was back to being Nick. Yeah, he could be an arsehole about this, but it wouldn't change a thing. Besides there was something about this lad that made Nick's demeanour soften. And something else harden he noticed uncomfortably.


  A loud clap of thunder alerted them to the fact that the downpour wasn't letting up any time soon.


  "So, I guess we'd better exchange details, and then we can get on our way," Nick suggested.


  Sam gave the warped bike a swift kick. "Doesn't look like I'm going anywhere for a while."


  "No, I suppose not. Need a lift anywhere?"


  Sam's glum look brightened instantly. "Really? I 'ride like a dick', damage your car and you offer me a lift home?"


  "Yeah sure, why not?" Nick sighed.


  Why not indeed.


  ****


  Sam ran his hands over the soft leather seat as he got in. "Nice car."


  "Yeah. It was."


  Sam chose to ignore that remark and chattered away at ninety-miles-an-hour for the rest of the journey. Nick couldn't work out if the speed of this one-sided conversation was due to shock, or if maybe, just maybe, Sam was always like this. No wonder he'd crashed.


  Nick had turned down the radio when he'd moved the car, and the music was at an acceptable level, although - unfortunately for Nick - it wasn't quite enough to drown out the incessant gabbling going on.


  At least not until one of Sam's favourite songs came on, when he reached right over to Nick's side and hammered his finger hard against the volume button in time with the music.


  "I love this one," he shouted over the noise. He started jigging about in his seat, singing along. He didn't have a bad voice, Nick noticed.


  "How old are you?" Nick asked.


  "Twenty-three. Why?"


  "Well, it's just kind of rude, turning up the volume on my stereo," Nick told him.


  "Is it?" Genuine surprise in his voice. "Sorry." He reached over and turned it back down.


  "How old are you?" Sam asked. Probably having a little dig about the volume.


  "Thirty-seven."


  Sam nodded as if to say 'yeah, that explains it,' then carried on. "You married?"


  "Nope. Divorced. You?" He didn't really mean it. Just wanted to see what Sam's reaction would be.


  Turned out to be a loud snort. "Yeah right. At my age?"


  "I was married at your age." That'd shut him up.


  It did, but only for two seconds. "How come you got divorced then?"


  Jesus, what was wrong with this lad?


  "Um, well, let's see. Turns out my bitch of an ex-wife wasn't happy being married to a poof, as she so nicely put it." There. That should do it.


  Or not.


  "I knew it," Sam boasted, his blue eyes sparkling. "I so knew it. My gaydar is in-fucking-vincible. Like some kind of a gaydar superhero or something." The jigging started again. "It's better than yours I bet. Did you figure me out? I bet you didn't. And I'm not even a straight wannabe like you. I so fucking knew it. You know what, we should go out some time. It'd be fun. I bet you don't go clubbing any more, do you? We could go down to Escape...Hey, down this next one, on the left."


  "What?" Nick spluttered, bewildered by the sudden change of subject. Had he just been asked out by a twenty-three-year-old? And the straight wannabe bit. What the hell was that about?


  "There." Sam pointed to a new-build block of town houses. "Just here'll do."


  "Oh, right." Nick pulled the car over.


  "Thanks mate." Sam grinned. "For the lift and all. And uh, sorry about the car. I'll get it sorted. Might not do it through the insurance though. I haven't got fully comp, and yours doesn't look too bad, so...Look, can you let me know how much it's gonna be?" He climbed out of the car and started fiddling with the flashy mobile he'd dug out of his pocket. "What's your number? I'll text you mine."


  Nick reeled it off. Sam punched the numbers in then gestured to Nick's vibrating pocket. "There's my text. See you later." He slammed the door and bounded off, leaving Nick to watch his pert arse as he disappeared around the side of the building.


  And to wonder what the hell had just happened.


  ****


  Nick slouched back onto the sofa and let out a long sigh. What was wrong with him? A man his age should not be spending his evening staring at his mobile, trying to decipher what a texted wink meant. That was the sort of thing a teenage girl would do. If his daughter actually spoke to him, he'd have been able to ask her. "Hey Libby, what does it mean if a boy sends you a wink? Does it mean he likes you?" Bloody hell. If he didn't watch it, he'd be sitting around eating ice cream and watching 'Mamma Mia' soon.


  This was all that damn twink's fault. He'd started it when he'd sort of asked Nick out. And then he'd sent a wink. He could have just sent a normal smiley. Or even better, just his number. Could you do that? Could you just send your number? Nick sent a blank text to himself. Yep, you could do that. Not that it mattered. It's not like he was going to see the lad again anyway. He'd just text him the cost of the repairs and that would be it.


  Nothing more.


  ****


  And it would have been nothing more if Nick's car didn't have one fuck-off great big problem that neither of them had noticed: the boot wouldn't open. Not with the bleeper, not with the keys, and not with the full force of Nick's foot lunging up at it. Something had moved, shunted out of place. Which meant that it was no longer going to be a cheap, insurance-free repair. And it also meant he'd need to call Sam to let him know.


  Sam sounded pleased to hear from him, until he told him the reason for the call.


  "Fucking hell, are you sure?" Sam spluttered.


  "Yes, of course I'm sure. I haven't got anyone to look at it yet, but I thought I should let you know. I think you're gonna have to get your insurance involved." He swore he could hear Sam pacing around on the other end of the phone.


  "Well, can I come round and have a look at it?" Sam asked.


  Pert arse or not, he was starting to piss Nick off. "Sure, if you want to waste your time coming round to check something I've already told you about, feel free."


  "Can I come now?"


  Nick sighed. "If you want. I'm not going anywhere."


  "Okay. I'll have to cycle. Give me half an hour."


  Half an hour. That gave Nick just about enough time to get ready. For what, he wasn't sure.


  ****


  Two changes of clothes and a splash of aftershave later, Nick was in the garage. He was in full-on Nico mode, braced for a shouting match over who was going to pay for what.


  He heard the click, click, click of a bike's wheels, which made him cringe at the thought that he'd been lusting after someone who kept Spokey Dokies on his bike.


  Sam ducked his dark head under the partially opened garage door and beamed at Nick. "Hi." His cheeks were pink with exertion, a light sheen of sweat on his face. He swiped at it as he swept his dark hair over to the side. He looked different without it plastered to his forehead with rain. "OK, so show me."


  Nick tugged at the boot. "See?" He gestured to the car, challenging Sam to try and open it.


  Sam pushed his fingers under the ledge, inadvertently brushing Nick's, and sending a shock of desire through Nick's fingertips which travelled straight to his groin. He gave the boot a hefty pull. The car gave a little bounce, but the boot remained closed. "Okay, okay," he conceded, letting out a long sigh. "How much do you reckon?"


  "I dunno yet. I've got someone looking at it tomorrow." He gestured to Sam's bike, which was dumped on the ground, the decorated wheels visible under the garage door. "You know, you didn't need to come round and check it out. If you'd taken my word for it, it would've saved you the journey."


  "Yeah, but if I end up forking out a load of cash for something that doesn't need doing, then I'd be a complete idiot wouldn't I? I'm not stupid, I know how people play the insurance game." He glanced up at Nick through lowered lashes. "And anyway, who says I came here just to check out the car?"


  Sam wandered further into the garage and around to the front of the car, a slightly exaggerated swing to his slim hips. Nick exhaled slowly, his wispy breath visible in the cold air. He didn't even know he'd been holding it.


  He felt a pang of something in his chest. Regret maybe? Regret that when he'd been Sam's age he hadn't been sashaying around in some middle-aged guy's garage, turning him on so much he could barely breathe? He watched silently as Sam's fingers ran lightly back and forth over the smooth, undamaged bonnet of Nick's pride and joy, caressing it with the care it deserved. Nick was turned on alright. But by the way Sam's pale blue eyes locked on his as his long fingers stroked the car, so was Sam.


  Nick's hand went up to dig a finger under his collar. Despite the freezing air in the garage, his neck was damp with clammy moisture; the collar of his shirt surprisingly tight. His unsteady swallow was apparent in his voice. "What do you mean?"


  Sam's full lips pulled into a lopsided grin, and much to Nick's chagrin, he leant back against the unblemished bonnet, his left knee bent to rest his trainer against the bumper. He had the wide eyed look that Nick had seen after the accident. Thin blue rings around dilated pupils.


  Sam hooked his thumbs into the belt that was barely holding his jeans up. They were slung so low, they looked to be in constant danger of slipping right off. His action drew Nick's vision straight to Sam's crotch, and the prominent bulge in the fabric there.


  Nick swallowed again, awkward under Sam's intense gaze. This had never happened to him before. He wasn't inexperienced by any means. Since the divorce he'd made up for lost time in that department. Always casual sex. Always guys he'd picked up in bars. But he'd usually done the chasing. And he'd certainly never been hit on by a hot twink like Sam.


  Sam didn't falter for one moment at Nick's obvious nervousness, just stood there smirking knowingly. That much confidence in one's own sexual attraction was an alien concept to Nick, although looking at Sam, he could see why the lad had it in spades.


  Sam was beautiful in every way, the pink cheeks and full lips lending him a veneer of perfect innocence over what Nick presumed to be a far-from-naive interior. He doubted the lad had ever been turned down. And the way Nick's jeans had tightened around his own groin, he wasn't about to be turned down now either.


  Think Nick, think. What would Nico do?


  He took an unsteady step towards Sam.


  Sam slid his fingers deep into his pocket. They had little room to manoeuvre in those tight jeans, and Nick could see them fumbling around. Nick's eyes fixed on the silver packet Sam removed, and his breath caught at the crinkly noise it made as Sam rubbed it between his fingers. Sam raised a dark eyebrow slightly. "Yeah?"


  Nick was barely able to nod before an acute shock of desire rushed through him. The roots of his shaved hair tingled as Sam's hands grabbed the nape of his neck, pulling him down for a fierce kiss. Jesus, the lad was forward. The cool pressure of the minty tongue that pushed against Nick's mouth, easing his trembling lips open provided a sharp contrast to Sam's unsurprisingly soft, warm lips.


  Nick followed suit, his own tongue thrusting into Sam's welcoming mouth.


  Nick's body was already urging him to bury himself in Sam's warmth, and he pressed hard against Sam's lithe body, revelling in the feel of his firm, muscular frame. He grabbed the hair at the back of Sam's head, pulling him in closer as their tongues played against each other.


  Usually Nick was quite keen to get straight to the main course in his encounters, but for whatever reason, he was happy to linger on the starter this time. Maybe it was because Sam had made his intentions so clear. There was no ambiguity about what was going to happen, no need for Nick to rush to it before it was taken away, despite what his groin was urging him to do. He could indulge himself in the pleasure of nuzzling into Sam's neck, feeling the light scrape of stubble against his cheek, while inhaling the sweet smell of cheap shower gel and fresh sweat.


  He ran his hands up and down inside Sam's tee shirt, allowing his fingers to drag across the firm pecs there. Or were they abs? His mind was drawing a blank, no blood left in his brain to figure it out right now.


  Sam loosened his grip on Nick's neck, his hands drawing shivers across Nick's broad back, before sliding down to his arse, and yanking Nick's groin hard up against him. Sam spread his legs a little to accommodate Nick's large frame and Nick pressed against him, moaning into Sam's neck as he moved, his hips already giving light thrusts, desperate for friction.


  Nick tried to keep his body hard up against Sam, but Sam released his grip and delved his hands between them, pulling at the buttons of Nick's jeans. As they came apart, Sam tugged hard at the fabric around Nick's thighs, pulling jeans and boxers down in one swift motion. Nick gave a little whimper at the rush of cold air to his dick. He pushed forward to bury himself back in the warmth of Sam's groin but Sam moved away, breaking their frantic kissing to tear at the condom wrapper with his teeth. Moments later Nick felt a smooth slickness as Sam slid the condom down over his cock.


  Sam's hip nudged against Nick, pushing him away as Sam turned to face the car. He yanked apart the buttons of his own jeans, hooked his hands into the waistband and slid them over his hips. He twisted to one side, trying to pull his trainers off and free one of his legs, nearly toppling face first against the bonnet of the car. Nick grabbed him, his cock nestling into the boxer-covered crease of Sam's arse, the head pulsing against the heat there.


  Nick leant forward, pressing his face against the back of Sam's neck, the heady, sweaty smell enveloping Nick's senses. He couldn't quite believe this was happening, couldn't even remember how they'd got here.


  Sam's croaky voice broke Nick's thoughts. "Need lube."


  "Shit." Nick had been on the receiving end of a spit-only fuck before and it wasn't something he was about to inflict on someone else. But who keeps lube in their garage? Unless... His lips broke into a wry smile as he caught sight of the familiar blue can of WD-40 on one of the shelves. Hmm, maybe not.


  Sam was squirming about trying to shake off the jeans' leg that was still trapped around his foot. He managed to grind out one syllable per shake. "It's – in – my – pock -- et." One more furious shake and the jeans flew off his trainer-socked foot and landed in the corner of the garage, his belt clunking against the concrete floor.


  Nick went to retrieve them, waddling with his own jeans around his knees, his condom covered cock peeking out from under his shirt. Not very Nico.


  Thankfully, his shaking fingers found the packet of lube in the front pocket of Sam's jeans. Talk about being prepared. Nick wondered if Sam had been a Boy Scout.


  He turned back to Sam, stifling a laugh at the comical look of the lad; sprawled over the bonnet of the car, legs spread, arse tipped slightly upwards, invitingly. Nick squeezed the lube over his trembling fingers and smeared it messily over his cock. With one deft move, he pulled down Sam's boxers with one hand and then plunged two slick fingers of the other hand into him. Sam let out a little yelp at the cold intrusion, and then pushed himself back with a groan. Nick gave a few teasing thrusts into Sam's tight heat, then withdrew his hand to grab his sheathed cock and push it against Sam's hole.


  "Yeah," Sam murmured as Nick pushed the large head into Sam's entrance, and then with a hard thrust, plunged himself right in, the slap of their thighs echoing against the breeze block walls of the garage.


  "Ah Jesus," Sam panted.


  "You okay?" Nick ground out through clenched teeth. Only polite to ask.


  "Unh, yeah, just let me catch my breath." Sam waited for a moment, his breaths forming a sheen of condensation against the smooth, black car bonnet. "Okay. Now. Move." Nick did as he was told, although it was due to the desperate ache in his cock that needed satisfying, rather than Sam's demand. He tightened his grip on Sam's hips, his fingers digging into the skin.


  Sam's thighs knocked up against the car, the metal clunking loudly as Nick pounded hard into him. "Ah." Clunk. "Fuck." Clunk. "Yeah." Clunk. "Right." Clunk. "There." Clunk


  Nick smiled to himself. The only time Sam hadn't talked was when he had those beautiful lips pressed against Nick's. Now he was back to bossing him about. No matter, Nick could think of a great way to keep his mouth busy in future.


  "Harder," Sam panted. Jesus, if he went much harder, Sam would end up with a BMW badge imprinted on that smooth stomach of his by the time they'd finished. Although that wouldn't be long, if the rush of sensation in Nick's bollocks was anything to go by. He wasn't usually this quick.


  "Sam, I think I'm gonna come," he warned him.


  "You think?" Sam managed to chuckle between clunks against the car, but the desperate raspiness of his own breaths indicated that he was close too. He reached down and started to pump frantically.


  Nick was silent as he came. He couldn't speak, couldn't see, couldn't do anything but shudder and buck at the intense rush of pleasure shooting out from the base of his cock.


  With a cry, Sam came too, ribbons of cum tearing out of him. He collapsed against the car, panting heavily, and Nick fell onto him, still shaking as the aftershocks of his own release ran through him. They stayed like that for a few moments, eyes shut tight, their breaths the only sound in the chilly air of the garage, the sweet smell of sweat and sex surrounding them.


  ****


  Nick moved first, sliding out of Sam while holding onto the base of the condom. He shivered; the sweat already drying on his body.


  He slipped the condom off, tying a knot in it and chucking it down on the concrete floor. He'd clean it up later. "Jesus Christ. I didn't expect that to happen." He tucked himself back into his boxers, wincing a bit at the sticky feeling.


  Sam laughed. "I did."


  "Yeah, I figured that. Are you always that well prepared?"


  "Not always, no." He must have clocked the panicky look that washed over Nick's face, because he quickly added, "I'm always safe. I always carry stuff with me, if that's what you mean."


  Nick's shoulders relaxed a little. "You do this a lot?" He was fumbling about with his jeans, shaky fingers trying to do the buttons up.


  "What, shag random blokes?" Sam had wandered over to the corner of the garage and was pulling his jeans up. He pushed his feet into his trainers.


  Nick shrugged.


  Sam gave him a non-answer, shifting his now jean-clad arse over towards the garage door. "Depends what you mean by a lot I suppose. If I want it, I go out and get it. "


  Nick thought about the way Sam had managed to boss him about even with a cock up his arse. "And you always get what you want, do you?"


  Sam gave him a wide grin. "Pretty much. See you later." He ducked under the door leaving Nick to just stand there, listening to the click, click, click as he rode away.


  ****


  As the blood flowed back to Nick's brain, it dragged a shedload of flotsam and jetsam with it: guilt, misery, shame, fear; all bobbing about in the murky depths of Nick's mind. And as he got a cloth and started to wipe down the bonnet, he realised if there's one thing guaranteed to make you feel like a sleazebag, it's having to clean spunk off your car.


  He wasn't entirely sure how this whole thing with Sam had happened. Yes, he'd been happy to gawk at the lad; yes he'd been more than happy to think about those pale blue eyes and that tight arse when he brought himself off in the shower that morning, but he hadn't expected to act on it.


  Sam was closer in age - he did the sums in his head - yes, Sam was easily closer in age to Libby than he was to Nick. And that would make him, well, a dirty old man, he supposed. And what the hell did that make Sam? A dirty young man? He was that alright. Nick sighed.


  He'd been seduced by a slutty twink. And he was never, ever going to let it happen again. He picked the sticky condom up off the floor, plopped it into a plastic bag and chucked it in the bin.


  ****


  Nick was at work when his mobile rang. Thankfully, the partition at least partially shielded him from Steve, the greasy haired IT guy he had the misfortune to sit opposite. After two weeks he'd given up on checking his mobile every couple of minutes, or taking a peek at the cheeky wink he'd not yet deleted. So he didn't even bother to look at the display before picking up.


  "Nick Dobson."


  "Hi, it's Sam."


  He sat bolt upright, popping up from behind the partition, inadvertently alerting Steve to the fact that this was a call worth listening to. Knocking the dregs of his cold morning coffee onto the keyboard didn't help either. He took the packet of tissues Steve smugly handed him, and started mopping up.


  "Uh, yeah, hi." He built a tissue dam at the edge of the desk to halt the wet stream of liquid snaking its way towards him. "Shit. Hang on a minute."


  "You ok?"


  "Hmm? Yeah." He dabbed some more. "Yeah sure, sorry, just spilt something."


  "Oh right." Sam chuckled. "Wow, I have quite the effect on you."


  A blush crept up Nick's neck as he swabbed away at the keyboard, mashing the tissue into the gaps between the keys. It wasn't helping. He gave up and turned it upside down. He glanced back at Steve who was now pretending to look at something on his screen. Nick swivelled his chair around and looked out the window.


  "How are you?" Nick asked.


  "Yeah, good." There was a long pause. Unusual for Sam. "Look, I really need to sort stuff out with my insurance company. They're hassling me about it. You got the quote through yet?"


  He was calling about the car.


  The cold chill of disappointment doused the heat in Nick's cheeks. But after two weeks, what had he really been expecting? "I was just calling because I fancied being bent over some old geezer's car for a repeat performance." Not likely. Sam was gorgeous. He could get it anywhere. Who knew how many dicks he'd got through in the last two weeks while Nick had been mooning over his text? Of course he was calling about the car. Bollocks.


  Nick straightened up so his voice wouldn't give away the tightness in his throat. "Oh yeah, they said they sent it through. You not got it yet?"


  "Nope. I really need to get it sorted though. Can you chase it up?"


  "Yeah, I'll give them a call." He hesitated. "No problem."


  No fucking problem at all.


  Nick took a deep breath before swivelling back to ignore Steve's inquisitive gaze. He stared instead at the fuzzy blue partition, at the pieces of paper pinned there: job lists and phone numbers of people he didn't know and didn't care about. And one small photo of Libby. He'd got fed up with telling people that 'yes, she was his daughter, and no, he didn't see her anymore,' so he'd tucked it away in the corner.


  He unpinned it, fiddled with the cardboard stand and set it back down on his desk. He was on his own. Probably for the best, anyway.


  ****


  Nick was lying back on the sofa with a bottle of beer, reflecting on what a sad bastard he was, when the phone started skittering its way across the coffee table. Probably Vodafone, giving him a ton of free credit to call...um...no one with. He closed his eyes and went back to his beer, concentrating on the warm feel of the liquid seeping into his empty stomach. The beep beep that followed told him they'd left a message anyway.


  He would have ignored that too if it wasn't for the thought that maybe it was the insurance company with the quote he was waiting for. The one Sam was waiting for. He reached for the phone.


  Unless Bell Direct had started sending winks to their customers, which he seriously doubted, it wasn't them.


  As he stared gormlessly at the message on the screen, the phone vibrated again, almost jumping out of his hand. He checked the display this time, sitting up straight and giving a quick cough to clear his throat before he answered. "Hi."


  "Hi, it's Sam."


  "Hi," he repeated. "I haven't got that quote yet. I called them and they're getting back to me, if that's why you're calling."


  "It's not."


  "It's not what?"


  "Why I'm calling."


  "Oh."


  "What you doing?"


  He looked at the remains of yesterday's microwave meal-for-one on the coffee table, and the bottle of beer next to it. "Not a lot."


  "So I can come round then?"


  "Uh, well, yeah, I suppose. But..."


  "Alright. See you in a bit."


  Shit.


  ****


  Nick stripped out of his work clothes, and while scrubbing away at his armpits with a baby wipe, he looked at his reflection in the bathroom mirror. He wasn't bad for his age. His salt-and-pepper hairline was receding a little, but not too much, and it didn't really matter with an all over Grade 3 anyway.


  He tensed the muscles in his arms, not quite doing a body builder pose. He was a big guy, not really muscular, but firm enough. At least he didn't have a belly on him. He had Michelle to thank for that. The divorce had stripped him of any excess weight he'd been carrying. Although he'd drunk a lot, he'd barely eaten for months and that'd done the trick. And finally trying to get himself back on track had meant going to the gym too.


  And now he had something to show for it. A twenty-three-year-old coming round to fuck him senseless. He hoped.


  He grabbed another baby wipe and gave his bollocks a quick once over.


  ****


  There were no niceties, no polite greetings. As soon as Nick opened the door, Sam flung himself against Nick's large frame, kicking the door closed and shuffling him backwards into the hall, in a full-on sexy onslaught. Nick could get used to this.


  As they staggered into the lounge, Sam hooked a long leg under Nick's, a sneaky tackle that brought them both thudding down onto the carpet, with Sam's slim body on top. Nick arched his neck as Sam's toothpastey mouth planted cool kisses against it. Sam nuzzled right in, nipping at the skin with his teeth. He buried his face in Nick's neck, inhaling deeply before brushing his lips across Nick's cheek to finally find his mouth, allowing Nick to revel in the feel of the minty tongue thrusting against his.


  Sam moved his leg to straddle Nick, their jean-clad erections pressed together tightly. He rubbed himself hard against Nick's crotch, drawing a groan from Nick.


  "You like that?" Sam rasped out. He must have taken Nick's sharp whimper as a 'yes,' because he ground his hips roughly, increasing the friction between them.


  Sam grabbed the hem of Nick's tee shirt and yanked it up. His eyes lit up at the sight of the thick mat of curls covering Nick's chest. Sam ran his hands through it, twisting his fingers into the hair before leaning down to plant a sloppy, wet kiss against one of Nick's nipples. As he swirled his tongue around the hard nub, Nick arched his chest up towards Sam's eager mouth.


  Sam's hands reached down to Nick's waist to pull apart the buttons of his jeans.


  "Turn over," Sam growled.


  Hang on. This wasn't part of the game plan. But Nick didn't get a say in what the game plan was, so he did as he was told. Sam tugged Nick's jeans past his hips and shoved them down around his knees, leaving Nick helpless to move, except to awkwardly wriggle his naked arse about in the air.


  Nick heard a reassuring crinkling noise, and then stiffened as he felt the cold sensation of lube-slicked fingers at his entrance. He whimpered against the carpet at the heat as Sam's fingers pushed in. He hadn't done this in a while. But he'd better get used to the filling sensation. Sam wasn't slowing his pace as he fucked Nick with his fingers. Nick gave little moans at each teasing flicker against his prostate. He started to thrust his hips back against Sam's strokes. As the sensation grew stronger he just about managed to grind out the words, "Please, Sam. Fuck me."


  The aching loss of Sam's fingers was soothed by their replacement with something much larger. Sam pushed the blunt head of his cock against Nick's hole, and Nick called out with a mixture of pleasure and pain.


  When Sam drove right in until their bollocks slapped together, Nick dropped his face to the shag pile and drooled into it. He didn't know what this guy was doing to him, but somehow he was falling apart. Sam withdrew to the head and then with a grunt, thrust back in again, his hand flailing about trying to grab at Nick's virtually non-existent hair. He gave up, shoving his hand down hard onto the back of Nick's head, pushing his face against the floor. Nick was going to end up with carpet burn on his face. Now, that'd really give greasy Steve something to look at.


  As Sam pounded hard into him, Nick screwed his eyes closed and inhaled deeply, trying to catch his breath. Nothing like the heady mix of precum and cheap polyester fibres to make a guy feel like a whore. It was enough to tip him over the edge. He reached for his cock and it only took a couple of strokes before the heat in his belly drove right through his dick and spurted out in reams of cum.


  Sam must have felt the contractions in Nick's body, because instead of thrusting back in, this time he withdrew completely and Nick heard the snapping sound of the condom being removed. Seconds later, Sam's already frantic pants were replaced by a shuddery 'oh', and Nick felt a warm wetness against his back.


  ****


  Nick woke in the night to the strange sensation of a warm body nestled up against him. A couple of guys he'd picked up before had stayed the night, but that was due to politeness more than anything else. It had been sex, then sleep, then goodbye. Certainly no cuddling in the night and it felt alien to him.


  The last few years with Michelle, they may as well have drawn a line down the middle of their bed to mark out sides. Even when he had craved physical contact, he had never dared to cross over to Michelle's territory; the stiff coldness he would have encountered would have been too much to bear.


  As Sam snuggled up close to him, Nick realised how much he had missed the delicious night time intimacy of bare skin touching his. He closed his eyes and inhaled deeply at the hair tickling his nose. The sweet, warm mix of hair gel and sweat enveloped his senses. He allowed himself to reach up and stroke lightly at Sam's hair, finding that the gel had stiffened it into sticky peaks. Sam responded with a soft murmur, and pressed sleepy wet kisses against Nick's collar bone. Nick smiled to himself. It felt so good to hold someone in his arms, even if he was being drooled on. It felt...nice.


  ****


  Sam jabbed his spoon at the framed picture on the breakfast bar. "She yours?" he asked, his mouth full of premium cereal with added strawberry bits.


  "Yeah, Libby. That's quite an old picture. She looks much older than that now." Nick winced a little. It wasn't exactly a lie. The photo had been taken more than three years ago, and she would've gotten older whether or not he'd been there to see it.


  Another munch of cereal. "How old is she?"


  "Seventeen now. She's eighteen next month."


  "Wow, Grandad!" Sam laughed. "You're young to have a kid that age."


  "Yeah, she was kind of an accident. I spent my twentieth birthday on a labour ward. We share a birthday."


  "Oh right. What you getting her?"


  "What, for her birthday?"


  "No, for Christmas, in the middle of April." Sam rolled his eyes. "Duh, of course for her birthday."


  "Uh, I dunno yet." Now, that was an outright lie. He knew exactly what he was getting her. The same as he'd got her for the last three years: zilch.


  Sam's brow furrowed a little and intense pale blue eyes bored into Nick over the bowl of cereal. "You're not getting her anything, are you?"


  Nick blew out a deep sigh. "She doesn't want anything to do with me. Look, can we drop the subject now?"


  "Um, no."


  The piece of toast in Nick's mouth lodged in his throat and he gave a dry cough to try and remove it. It didn't work. "No what?" he managed in a scratchy voice.


  "No, we can't drop it. She's going to be an adult in a week's time and I think her Dad should get her something."


  Nick was dumbfounded. He looked at the young guy slouching about on his bar stool, in his kitchen and wondered why the hell he had bothered to get the nice cereal out for him.


  "Well, do you know what I think?" Nick didn't wait for Sam to answer. "I think you don't know what you're talking about and that you should butt out."


  Sam let out a dramatic sigh. "Fair enough. But I do know what I'm talking about. My Dad hasn't been in contact with me since I was ten, and I think he's a total arsehole."


  "So that's what you think I am too?"


  Sam shrugged. "Well, seeing as you asked, I'd say that not getting your eighteen-year-old daughter a birthday present is pretty arseholey, yes. She's the one who's a teenager, not you." He picked up the bowl and slurped the milk, tipping his head right back. He set the bowl down on the breakfast bar, and checked his watch. "Anyway, I'd better get going." He started to make his way to the hallway. "Thanks for breakfast, and the...um...you know..."


  Yeah. Nick knew.


  ****


  From then on, the you know was pretty much constant. Sam was insatiable, and his youthful exuberance must have rubbed off on Nick because he had no problems keeping up with Sam's demands. In fact, Nick started to fear that he was going to live the rest of his life in a permanent state of arousal. Even the crafty wanks he had once Sam had left for work each morning were doing nothing to take the edge off. He was like one of Pavlov's dogs; salivating at the sound of the click, click, click of Sam's bike.


  Two weeks later his response became reconditioned to the throaty roar of Sam's newly fixed motorbike, knowing that it signalled the arrival of an evening of sweaty fun with his fuck-buddy. At least that's what he told himself.


  Sam was moving in by stealth. More and more of his possessions were making their way into Nick's house, and as much as he tried to feel indignant about it, Nick had to admit that he didn't mind at all. He enjoyed Sam just being there. After a day at work, to barely be through the front door before his dick was at the back of Sam's throat wasn't to be scoffed at, but he was starting to wonder if it wasn't more of a thrill to wake up in the night to feel Sam's body pressed against his. And that scared him.


  Because he was kidding himself if he thought that it could work out between them. A relationship between a vivacious young guy like Sam and a grumpy old man like Nick couldn't last. And the more time he spent with Sam, the more he was beginning to think he wanted it to.


  ****


  When Sam started to organise his birthday treat, Nick knew he was well and truly buggered.


  Sam bounced up and down on the bed. "So, what we doing for your birthday?"


  Nick swore he could hear the emphasis on the word 'we.'


  "I dunno, I hadn't even thought about it yet," Nick told him truthfully. "We could stay in and fuck, if you like?"


  "Well yeah, I would like. But we can do that any time."


  "I know. We do."


  Sam gave another excited bounce. "Sooo, wouldn't it be nice to go out somewhere?" Puppy-dog eyes looked pleadingly at Nick.


  Actually the thought of being seen out with Sam was less than appealing. Nick knew the looks they'd get. Sam and his sugar daddy out on the town. Nick sighed, but before he could work out a convincing argument, Sam played his trump card. "We can always fuck all night afterwards? I mean, it's your birthday, but..."


  Sam leant forward giving Nick a tight nip against his chest.


  Nick knew he wasn't going to win this one. "Okay." It was almost worth conceding for the triumphant look Sam gave him. "Where do you want to go?"


  "It'll have to be somewhere cheap, because I'm paying, and I won't have any money left after I've bought you the best present ever."


  Nick was intrigued. "Really?" He eyed Sam suspiciously. "Is it something rude?" Probably a great big butt plug knowing Sam.


  Sam gave him a little prod in the gut. "Now that would be telling wouldn't it? Don't worry. You're gonna love it."


  Nick wasn't worried at all. Not at all.


  ****


  "Are you sure this is safe?" Nick asked, casting his eyes over the rather decrepit looking motorbike Sam had pulled up on. He might have had it fixed, but now it was just a working piece of shit.


  "Of course it's safe. You have been on a motorbike before haven't you?"


  Nick shook his head. "Actually, no, and seeing as I met you when you crashed into me I'm not that convinced about your driving ability."


  Sam rolled his eyes. "That was a moment's lack of judgement. Seriously, I'll go easy on you, seeing as you're a virgin." He handed Nick a helmet. "Just lean with me, okay?"


  Nick reluctantly clambered on and wrapped his arms around Sam's waist.


  Sam turned to him. "You ready?"


  Nick's helmet-clad head bobbed up and down. Ready as he'd ever be.


  ****


  Mamma Rosa's was a weird little place. Cheap and - not so - cheerful, with checked plastic tablecloths. The sort of place where you didn't dare check the 'Scores on the Doors.' But Nick couldn't exactly complain. It was Sam's treat, so moaning about the fake carnations that graced the table (how much were real carnations for fuck's sake?) would be pretty ungrateful. And at least it was quiet.


  The surly waitress showed them to a table tucked away right at the back and they ordered a couple of beers. Nick wasn't sure if it was a good thing that she paid so little attention to them. Maybe she thought they were father and son, out for a nice meal together. The thought made him cringe.


  Maybe she realised what they actually were. A middle-aged man and his early twenties live-in - yes, live-in, if Sam had his way - lover. That made him cringe even more.


  He looked up at the waitress' retreating back as she went to get their drinks. Most likely she didn't give a shit who they were. He relaxed a little.


  He turned to Sam. "What you having?" he asked, running his eyes over the wipe-clean menu, that hadn't been wiped clean.


  "I think I'll have the 'penne con...um...whatever.'" Sam jabbed at the menu. He lowered his voice and looked up at Nick, a cheeky grin on his face. "Did you know that 'penne' means 'penis' in Italian?"


  Nick raised his eyebrows. "Does it?"


  "Actually, I dunno if it does. But someone told me it did, so that's the story I'm going with. It's kind of like ordering a great big bowl of cock!"


  Nick sniggered. "Bloody hell Sam, I would've thought you got enough cock as it is."


  Sam put on his best posh voice. "Dahling, one can never get enough cock."


  Nick laughed. Yeah, he was right about that. "Sooo..." He drew out the vowels, stalling for time so he could put into words exactly what he wanted to say. "Do you think you'll always want a bowl of cock to choose from? Or will one piece of penne be enough someday?"


  Nick realised with some concern that it mattered to him what the answer would be.


  "Hmm, dunno." Wrong answer. "I mean a couple of months ago if someone had asked me that, I would definitely have gone for the bowl." He looked directly at Nick. "But now I'm not so sure." That'd do.


  The waitress banged a couple of beers down on the table in front of them. "You ready to order?"


  "Uh yeah. I'll have the 'penne con'...that one." Sam pointed at the menu. "And I don't want a starter size. I definitely want a large one." He winked at Nick.


  The waitress didn't bat an eyelid. She turned to Nick. "And you?"


  "I'll have what he's having." It was Nick's turn to wink.


  ****


  The bowl of cock turned out to be quite tasty, although much to Sam's disgust, a little overcooked. "Dammit, it's supposed to be firmer than this," he sighed.


  "Al dente?" Nick suggested.


  "Al what?" A socked foot crept along Nick's thigh and rubbed against his crotch. Nick closed his eyes, allowing them to roll back a little under the lids. "Never mind. So, what we doing later?"


  "Umm, well I thought you could fuck my brains out? Or I can fuck your brains out if you'd prefer. It's your birthday after all." He paused for a moment. "Or we can do both if you like."


  Now, this was a birthday.


  Nick put his fork down and rested his hand on the table, his fingertips barely touching Sam's. "Thanks Sam. For this. For everything. It's great."


  Sam rubbed his fingers over the top of Nick's. "Well, I'm sorry I couldn't afford anything better, but wait 'til you see what your present is. It's seriously the best present ever."


  "Can I open it now?"


  "What already?" Sam paused as though he needed to be persuaded, although it was obvious from his fidgeting that he couldn't wait any more than Nick could. "Oh, go on then." He reached down for the plastic bag under the table. "I'll warn you it's more of a tell than a show though. You open the card and then I'll tell you what the present is." He handed a lime green envelope to Nick.


  It was one of those comedy cards with 'Happy Birthday, Dickwad' spelled out in Alphabetti Spaghetti. He might've known. Inside, scrawled in Sam's crazy handwriting was: "Happy Birthday old man. Have a great day. Love ya. Sam." Nick's breath caught a little. Was 'love ya' the same as 'I love you?' Probably not, but for now he'd pretend.


  "Thanks mate." Nick shook the card, and rearranged his face into a disappointed look. "Where's my present then?"


  "Aha, well that's the good bit. Like, really good."


  Sam looked like an excited puppy. As though he might be about to jump up and lick Nick all over. Which wouldn't be so bad.


  "Alright, stop being so pleased with yourself and tell me. Before you explode."


  "Okay, okay, okay. This is soo good. Seriously." He took a deep breath to compose himself. "Right, you know you said it's Libby's birthday on the same day as yours?"


  Nick inclined his head, confused. "Uh, well, yeah."


  "Okay. So, you know you didn't get her a birthday present?"


  Nick nodded again.


  "Well..." Sam was positively vibrating with excitement. "Actually, you did."


  "I did what?"


  "You did get her a present."


  Nick's Adam's apple bobbed up and down. "I what?"


  "You got her a present. Well, actually you got her vouchers, because I didn't know what else to get. But you sent a card too."


  The 'penne con...whatever' congealed in Nick's stomach. He needed to get his head round what Sam was saying. "Are you telling me that you...?" He trailed off, not wanting to vocalise it.


  "Yeah, sorry I had to snoop around a little to get the address and everything, but it was so worth it. And don't worry, I ordered the card off the internet so there was no handwriting or anything. So she'll definitely think it's from you."


  Nick knew that he was staring at Sam agog, but he was having trouble figuring out just how utterly horrendous this was. If only Sam had got him that butt plug instead.


  "Are you kidding?" He looked directly at Sam. Please let him be kidding. The expression on Sam's face told him that was wishful thinking. Oh God.


  "No. I knew how much you wanted to be in touch with her. And I knew how bloody stubborn you were being about it, so I decided to get the ball rolling so to speak."


  "I can't believe you did that." Nick murmured.


  "I know. But hey, you're welcome." Sam beamed.


  "No, I mean I can't fucking believe you did that."


  The grin slipped from Sam's face as Nick spat the words out. "What the hell were you thinking? Did it ever occur to you that I would get back in touch with Libby in my own time? Not when you decided?"


  Sam blinked hard a couple of times before staring down at his bowl. His jaw twitched.


  "Seriously Sam, I need to try and get this straight. You actually sent a card from me to Libby?"


  Sam looked up, his pale blue eyes glassy. "And a hundred pounds worth of vouchers," he said miserably. He shook his head. "I thought you'd be pleased."


  "Jesus Christ, I can't believe I'm hearing this." Nick was pushing Sam towards a precipice and once he fell there would be no going back. But he couldn't stop. "Nice one Sam. Nice fucking birthday present. Sending a hundred fucking pounds to my daughter. Did you get in touch with my missus too? Try and get us back together so we can play happy families?" His voice was getting louder.


  Sam shrugged. "I didn't like to see you unhappy, so I tried to do something nice for you. But maybe I shouldn't have bothered."


  "No, maybe you shouldn't," Nick muttered.


  Sam squared his shoulders and looked straight at Nick. "Well, you know what? Fuck you! Fuck you and your fucking pride. No wonder you haven't got a relationship with your daughter, you're too bloody self-obsessed. You only ever think about yourself. I thought you were better than my dad, but guess what? You're not!" Sam was usually animated in conversation but this was something else. His arms started flailing about.


  Nick glanced around to see if anyone was looking, but Sam wasn't stopping now. "I spent so many birthdays wishing he'd send me a present. Or a card. Or something. Anything. But he never did. So...well...fuck him. He's a lost cause. Or maybe I'm the lost cause. I dunno...whatever...but I thought Libby deserved more. And if truth be told, I thought maybe you deserved more too. But it turns out..." another shake of the arms. "...you don't."


  The chair scraped against the tiled floor as Sam stood, pushing his feet back into his trainers. His cheeks blazed. "You deserve to be miserable and sad and on your own because you're a selfish fucking prick who doesn't care about anyone but himself."


  Well, that told him.


  ****


  By the time Nick managed to drag his arse back home on the bus, Sam was gone. And so were most of his things. All the stuff that had slowly crept its way into Nick's life had remarkably disappeared in less than an hour. Sam had even picked his pants off the floor, something which had never happened when he'd been 'living' with Nick.


  Nick went to the kitchen to grab a beer, tiptoeing over a certain patch of carpet. Bloody hell. If he avoided every place in the house that reminded him of one of his and Sam's sweaty encounters, he'd be left with a very small living space.


  Even though the sofa should be a no-go area, he'd have to sleep there tonight. At least that only reminded him of sex. The bed reminded him of other more important things: his fingers lightly stroking Sam's hair, Sam's incessant talking even in his sleep, Sam bouncing up and down with excitement about his birthday present.


  That bloody birthday present. Nick let out a shaky breath. Maybe Sam was right. Maybe he was too selfish to have any kind of meaningful relationship with anyone. If he'd reached out to Libby in his own time would he ever have reached out at all? The thought made him flinch a little. Of course not. What had been stopping him all this time? The same thing that had stopped him from wanting to be seen out with Sam – his own fucking pride. His pride in what?


  He looked around the room. It looked strangely empty without Sam in it. Just like his life.


  ****


  For the next three weeks Nick spent as much time as he could at work. Even the company of greasy Steve was preferable to his empty house. On the bright side, he thought glumly to himself, he'd got more work done in that three weeks than he had since he started working there. His career was really taking off. Just great.


  He scrolled down his list of emails. Same old crap as usual.


  From: S_Jones_Accts


  To: N_Dobson


  Date: 08 May 2012, 15.39


  Subject: Leaving card Henry


  Who?


  Right-click, DELETE.


  From: M_Pike_HealthSafety


  To: N_Dobson


  Date: 08 May 2012, 16.42


  Subject: Ladder Training


  Apparently 'use left foot, followed by right foot, repeat as necessary' wasn't enough.


  Right-click, DELETE.


  From: xxx_Dr_ViagSexr_xxx


  To: N_Dobson


  Date: 09 May 2012, 08.33


  Subject: Getmassivcock


  Nick sighed. Already got that one covered thanks Dr_V. In fact, did have access to not just one but two massivcocks. Until I went and fucked everything up.


  Right-click, DELETE.


  From: Libby_D@blr.com


  To: N_Dobson


  Date: 09 May 2012, 11.23


  Subject: Thanks


  WTF???


  Nick's finger hovered over the right-click.


  Libby D. Libby Dobson. His Libby. His finger shook as it left-double-clicked.


  Dad, just wanted to say thanks for the present.


  It meant a lot to me.


  I miss you.


  Love Libby :-)


  Nick stared at the screen. He didn't care that greasy Steve's eyes were boring into him.


  Libby loves me. Proof of it was there on the screen. My daughter loves me. He wanted to shout it out. He wanted to tell everyone.


  But there was just one person he needed to tell.


  He rushed to the toilets, launching himself into the stall and slamming the door behind him. He pressed down hard on 5. He'd never taken Sam off speed dial.


  "Nick?" Sam answered, sounding puzzled.


  "Oh God, Sam, thank God you're there. I've got to tell you something. It's Libby. She emailed me. Said she misses me. Said she loves me." His croaky voice echoed in the empty bathroom.


  "Hey, that's great. I'm really happy for you." There wasn't even a hint of sarcasm in Sam's voice.


  "Sam?" Nick asked cautiously. "I need to see you. I miss you..." His voice trailed off. I love you. He couldn't say it. Not over the phone.


  Sam's croaky cough broke the silence. "Yeah, I miss you too. You wanna come round? I'm at my mum's. Cleaning the bike."


  "I...yeah..."


  Nick didn't bother going back to his desk.


  ****


  It took his breath away when he saw Sam. Nick forgot he was an atheist for a moment as he sent up a prayer of thanks for the unseasonal blazing sunshine that blessed him with the vision in front of him. The light glistened on Sam's bare back as he crouched down to wring out a huge yellow sponge into a bucket on the ground. He turned at the sound of Nick's car. His forearms and chest were spattered with foamy bubbles. As he caught eye contact with Nick, his face lit up, and he raised a soapy hand.


  "Hi."


  "Hi," Nick said cautiously. Now he'd got there he had no idea what to say.


  It wasn't Sam's turn to reach out, but he did anyway. Just as he always did. "So Libby got in touch? That's great."


  "Yeah, thanks to you."


  Sam shook his head. "You would have done it in time anyway. I shouldn't have pushed you."


  "Yeah, you should." Nick took a deep breath. "Sam, I'm sorry. I was a dick. You were right. If you love somebody you should let them know." He paused, his throat tight."What I'm trying to say is..um...what I need to tell you is..."


  Sam looked directly at him. "You don't have to say it. I know."


  Nick's heart stuttered in his chest.


  "Fuck Sam, what do you mean, you know? I didn't even know until today."


  "Yeah, but I'm much more clued up than you are. You just needed time to figure it out for yourself. I wanted you to love me just as much as I love you." Sam smiled and planted a sloppy kiss right on Nick's lips. "And you know I always get what I want."


  Without even looking around, Nick wrapped his arms around Sam's slim waist, pulling him close so his chest was tight against Nick's. "I love you Sam," he whispered, before claiming Sam's moist lips in a kiss so deep it would have made a navvy blush.


  When they parted, breathless, Nick's hands were clasping Sam's foamy ones. Nick looked from Sam's hands to the bike. "God, this bike is a piece of shit. You do realise you're polishing a turd here, don't you?"


  Sam sighed. "Yeah I know. To be honest I'm thinking of getting a new one. When I've got a bit of money together, I'm gonna get something bigger."


  "Why don't you just get a car?"


  "It's not the same, is it? Cars are boring."


  "Oh, really?" Nick lifted an eyebrow. "You didn't say that when you were spread eagled over the bonnet of mine."


  Even Sam couldn't help the blush that crept up his neck at the memory of just how un-boring that had been. "Okay, point taken. Most cars are boring." He swung his leg over the bike and lolled seductively on it, the sunshine defining his firm six-pack. "But you of all people should know how much I love a big, hard, hot, thumpin', throbbin' monster between my legs." He laughed, and Nick couldn't help but laugh too. "Fancy a ride?"


  Now there was an offer Nick couldn't refuse. He nodded.


  "Hang on a sec." Sam hopped off the bike and rushed into the house, returning clad in a leather jacket, carrying two helmets. He gave one to Nick.


  "Come on then."


  Nick climbed on the back and wrapped his arms around Sam's waist. Sam waved in the direction of the house as they pulled away, and Nick caught sight of a woman at the window, doing the washing up. Sam's mum. She must have been there the whole time. She smiled - a great big grin just like Sam's - and waved back at them. As though a burly thirty-eight-year-old man kissing her twenty-three-year-old son in broad daylight was the most natural thing in the world.


  And as Nick pressed his face against Sam's warm back he realised something.


  It was.


  THE END
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  He's had a hard road, recovering from a painful drug addiction, and has found the best way to put his worries behind him is riding his beat up Suzuki motocross bike through the red Georgia mud. He doesn't realize that his new best friend Danny appreciates more about him than the way he jumps dirt piles and races him through the trails. And he'd never admit-- even to himself-- that he's been watching Danny a little too closely across the firelight on their little camping trips.
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  HEART OF SLATE


  by: Trinity Lee


  It wasn't until Aaron hit the finish line that he realized he had a big, goofy grin plastered all over his face. It was such an unfamiliar feeling that he had to check himself, make sure he hadn't somehow turned into someone else while he was powering around the boggy course.


  Smiling, laughing, being happy - none of these were things he had done in a while. And so much of that was due to the guy screaming to a skidding halt behind him, pulling off his helmet and punching him on the arm.


  "Hey, buddy, great ride!"


  Danny's face was flecked in mud, and it was hard to tell where the mud ended and his freckles began. Even in his bike gear, he had the appearance of a typical Midwestern farm boy, looking far younger than his twenty-seven years with his shock of blond hair, open manner and smiling hazel eyes.


  Aaron had never asked him what had brought him here, all the way to Georgia, but he was sure as hell happy that Danny had made that decision. He'd been going along to the motocross club every Saturday for the last year, but it was only the last five or six months, since he'd met Danny that things had got real good.


  "Want to go round again? Loved that one-hander you pulled at the second triple."


  Aaron was half-expecting Danny to say no: once was enough. The course was thick with the red mud that the area's distinctive clay turned into after a storm like yesterday's.


  But instead he grinned and pulled on his helmet again.


  "You bet! But let's make it interesting. Let's pull in the old loop as well this time."


  He roared off and Aaron kick-started his bike and sped after him towards the start line. His new bike was sitting in the garage at home, but he loved this old Suzuki so damn much, he couldn't bear to leave it behind. It had been his competition bike, back in his late teens, in the days before things got bad. It was fifteen years old now, and it was still his favorite, though the shock absorbers were starting to go and it wasn't the smooth ride it once was.


  Arkwright Mount was one of his favorite circuits - but it was treacherous in wet weather. By the time he took the second downhill section, and turned on to the loop that the course had included years ago before it was closed off for being too dangerous, he was cursing himself for his bravado. The bike slid sideways down the hill and his main focus now was on getting to the finish line in one piece rather than refining his technique ahead of the big race the week after next.


  The races were all for fun these days, of course. Back then, he'd imagined a future when he'd go pro, before all the messy stuff started happening. But almost more than the races organized by the motocross club, he enjoyed these crazy rides with Danny, where they'd go off and take in one of the disused tracks that he remembered from his teen years before the big money arrived and the amateur events began to dry up.


  He could hear Danny's bike roaring into the distance, and the adrenaline kicked in. He jumped the bike over the camelback - no flashy one-handed landings today - and then it happened. A microsecond's misjudgment and the bike was sliding out from under him, disappearing down the scrubby hillside with him following on his butt and his side, helpless to catch it.


  The bike lodged, undamaged, against a bush but Aaron kept sliding, right down into the boggy riverbed at the bottom of the hill. He pulled himself to his feet and sighed. He was bruised and battered, but nothing that wouldn't heal itself. The most important thing now was the bike, and he'd have to wait for Danny to come back. There was no way he could drag it back up the slippery slope on his own. He hoped his buddy hadn't got too far ahead before he heard the silence behind him, or Aaron would have a long, lonely wait.


  He grimaced as he glanced down at himself. There wasn't a square inch below his neck that wasn't coated in the thick red Georgia mud that had inspired so many songs over the years. He was glad he'd left a spare bag at the camp with a change of clothes, but for now his jacket was clammy and uncomfortable, so he pulled it off and stripped down to his T-shirt, grateful for the bright sun that had just broken through the cloud.


  He sat down on a boulder to wait, cocking his ear for the sound of Danny's bike. He didn't have long to wait before he heard the revs getting louder, as Danny retraced his path.


  And then Danny's voice, concerned, as he saw the slide marks where the bike had gone over the edge.


  "Aaron, you OK, buddy?"


  "Down here!"


  Aaron went to wave his jacket as he yelled, so Danny would see him, but he lost his footing and disappeared back into the mud, just as Danny appeared on the bank.


  Danny's look of concern quickly turned to laughter as he doubled up at the sight of Aaron's miserable face and his mud-bathed body.


  "Is my bike OK?" hollered Aaron. That was all that mattered right now.


  "Looks fine, pal," reassured Danny, and he relaxed.


  "Don't worry," added Danny, scrambling down to him once he'd made sure his own bike wasn't going anywhere. "Two of us will easily pull her back up. Looks like you're in worse shape than the bike."


  "I'm fine," said Aaron. Danny extended a hand to him - and then lost his balance as Aaron took it, ending up flat on his front in the mud and floundering to get up until he was as caked in it as Aaron.


  Aaron lost track of how long they lay there, laughing at the sight of each other. He wouldn't have chosen to plunge down the hillside, but God, it was good to laugh again.


  With Danny's help, he got the bike back up to the track and before heading back to camp, they took a detour to a spot he remembered from his childhood: a waterfall with a bathing pool below. Teeth chattering, they sluiced the mud from their bodies, stripping off so it reminded him of his seven-year-old self skinny-dipping with school friends long gone.


  Waist-deep, he flicked the freezing water at Danny, who lunged at him and caught him off balance, and the two of them went down into the icy depths, splashing and laughing. Aaron found himself sneaking a peek at Danny's muscular torso, built up from teen years driving in fenceposts, or whatever farm work involved these days. He couldn't help comparing Danny's hard muscles to his own wiry torso, with its scars inflicted during the lost years when he had been a slave to his addiction.


  Danny's curious glance when he washed away the mud from his arms came as no surprise. They were a mess, ravaged by the needle and by the self-harm that had followed. He normally wore long-sleeved T-shirts to stop people asking, but Danny was a friend now and he saw no point in hiding the truth any more. Danny, perhaps out of sensitivity, didn't ask any questions, and for that Aaron was grateful.


  The sun and the physical exertion of the ride back took the edge off the cold, and once they were huddled around the fire, frying sausages, it dawned on him that today was probably the best day of his life, ever.


  Until he realized what was missing.


  He clawed at his neck in panic, making Danny jump.


  "What is it, man?"


  "My slate heart," said Aaron helplessly. "You know, the one I always wear. The leather must have frayed and I lost it when I slid down the hill. Fuck, fuck."


  He tried not to get agitated like this in front of Danny, keen not to scare away this new friend with the displays of raw emotion that were once commonplace in his life. But he could see the concern in Danny's eyes.


  "Carly gave it to me," he explained.


  "Girlfriend, ex-girlfriend?" asked Danny. "You never mentioned her before."


  "No, Carly was - is - my drugs counselor," said Aaron. Danny would have seen the track marks on his arms, so he felt he owed him that honesty.


  Danny nodded, his green-flecked eyes full of compassion, his skin pinkened by the campfire.


  He reached out a hand and touched Aaron's arm, turning it over and pushing up his sleeve, and Aaron did not draw back at the touch of his warm hand on his bare skin, stroking the scars he had been hiding for so long.


  "Man," said Danny, shaking his head. "I had no idea. You've been through a lot, dude."


  That was all he said, and when he let his hand linger on Aaron's arm just a fraction too long, Aaron didn't make any attempt to shake him off. It was such a long time since anyone had touched him with such kindness, and Danny's touch made him feel... something. He was not sure what.


  Their eyes met, and for a moment, Aaron thought Danny was going to speak, but he pulled his hand back, and Aaron filled the silence for him.


  "I've been nearly five years clean now. It'll be four years and nine months on Friday. I can't get out of the habit of counting the days. It still feels like a miracle. I don't talk about it to most people, 'cos it feels like they'll judge me.


  "Riding's been the thing that helped me most, that and the job at the garage. They know at work, of course. My probation officer helped me get the job, and Sam's been real cool about it. He's a great boss. It was his idea that I get in touch with the motocross club and carry on with what I started when I was a teenager. But no one at the garage mentions it, and I'm grateful for that."


  "You got a girlfriend or someone you can talk to about all this?" asked Danny. In all the weekends they'd been away, they'd never really talked about personal stuff, and he realized he didn't know whether Danny was married or had a girlfriend, or whatever.


  Aaron laughed bitterly.


  "What woman's gonna give a fuck-up like me a second look?"


  "Plenty of them," said Danny, with a vehemence that surprised him. "You're a good-looking guy. Kinda remind me of Russell Crowe in the days when he was cool. You should get back out there, try and meet someone."


  Aaron laughed, and tried to keep the bitterness out of his voice.


  "You'd be surprised at how judgmental people can be," he said. "Kind of puts you off trying, if you know what I mean."


  Half of that was true, but Aaron didn't know how to put into words that his only way of coping was not to talk about the bad things that happened in the past; that only by bringing the walls down and keeping them there could he retain his sanity and keep himself focused on the things that mattered.


  Danny sat forward.


  "Well, I'm not judging you, dude," he said. "Everyone's got something they're trying to run away from, if you ask me. People ride and do all kinds of crazy shit for different reasons. Perhaps we're more alike than you know."


  He bit his lip and looked away, as if there was something he wanted to say, but couldn't.


  Aaron was glad of the conversation - it took his mind off the loss of the small slate heart that had been his talisman for so long - but he couldn't expect someone like Danny, with his country-boy wholesomeness, to understand what it had been like for him to sink that low.


  "We're not alike, Danny," said Aaron earnestly. "You're so... normal. Not like me. It's nice to be around normal dudes again."


  "Depends on how you define normal," said Danny, carefully. "You never asked me the reason I left home and ended up in Georgia with a bunch of people I don't know."


  Aaron was curious now, although something deep within him already knew the answer, something he did not want to admit to himself.


  "I like guys," said Danny, staring into the fire, afraid to meet Aaron's eyes. "Might not be such a big issue here in the city, but I come from a real small town. Once my folks worked it out, they stopped speaking to me, cut me out of the business."


  Aaron met his gaze, saw the hurt that still registered there, and chose his words carefully, anxious to reassure Danny that it did not bother him, that he was capable of having a buddy who slept with guys and not making a big deal of it.


  "Don't make no difference to me," he said finally. "It's tough finding a real buddy in this world, especially one that can handle a bike as well as you."


  "So we're cool, then?"


  He could hear the relief in Danny's voice, and something deep within him wanted to reach out and say something else, do something else about these odd feelings he had in the pit of his stomach, but the walls that had kept him safe from people for so long were coming down again, and he was thinking about the loss of his slate heart, so he just nodded and smiled.


  "Yeah, we're cool."


  Later that night, he woke in the small two-man tent they shared on these weekend trips, and lay on his back, listening to Danny's quiet breathing.


  He'd been doing that a lot recently, and it dawned on him that one of the reasons he looked forward so much to these weekend riding trips, that had started out monthly and somehow become fortnightly, was that feeling of closeness and comfort that came along with having someone sleeping next to you.


  He felt a sudden protective anger at the people who had hurt his friend so much, and wondered again about the twists and turns of life that had led him here, sharing a tent with a guy he knew liked other guys and having it not matter to him at all. He wondered briefly what it would be like to reach out and touch Danny on the arm, have him turn towards him with those wide hazel eyes of his and...but he shut his imagination down before it could go any further down that road.


  Danny might be gay, and it wasn't a problem, not at all, but he wasn't, he told himself - and one day maybe a girl would look at him again. He tried to conjure up an image of Jessie, his fiancée who had taken off and left him once things got bad, a long, long time ago, but however hard he tried to remember the feel of her skin and the smell of her hair, the more his thoughts kept returning to the young guy in his sleeping bag, just inches away from him, with his kind hazel eyes and hard-muscled body. He tossed and turned, and sleep took a long time coming.


  ****


  Friday morning dawned humid and cloudy, and Aaron was a mess.


  He lay on his bed sweating, curled in the fetal position.


  His cellphone had rung on and off since Wednesday, but he was in no shape to answer it. He neither knew nor cared whether the garage was trying to get hold of him. If they sacked him, too bad. It would just be another fuck-up in his life, like everything else.


  Carly had been calling, too. He'd left a message for her that he'd lost the heart and he didn't know what to do any more, and he knew she was worried about him, but he knew deep down inside that she couldn't drop everything and travel more than a hundred miles to be at his side. She had other clients now, and he could not blame her for not making him her priority.


  More than anything, he wanted to talk to Danny, but he felt too ashamed. He had seen the missed calls on his phone, and he knew his buddy was calling about the ride they'd scheduled for tomorrow, just a day's outing this time, but he couldn't bring himself to admit to Danny that he was messed up, that yesterday for the first time in a year, he had been so tempted to go out there and look for something that would make him feel good.


  He knew where he could get a fix: it would be all too easy to call Aidy or any of the other guys he used to know, but he would hold out if it killed him. This week had been tough, and it had made him realize he'd been too complacent about it all. The tiny slate heart had been his protection against the temptation that sat like a beast on his shoulder - and now it was gone, lost forever in the thick red mud of Mount Arkwright.


  He cursed time and again his decision to ride the loop for the second time last weekend, and his slackness in letting the bike slide from under him. He had got himself clean by focus and discipline, and this is what happened when he let that focus slip, even just for a minute.


  He'd never felt lonelier in his life, and now he was officially through rehab, he had no one he could turn to any more. And try as he might, he couldn't rid himself of the memory of how sweet it would feel to tie off his arm, slide that needle into a vein and wait for the oblivion to overtake him.


  He slammed his fist on the nightstand. He would beat it. He had to.


  It was then that he registered the hammering on the downstairs door.


  Who the hell? He didn't give his address out: it was a long-standing habit from the days when he owed money to dealers all over town, and never knew who might turn up on the doorstep.


  Scowling, he pulled on his jeans over his shorts and ran bare-chested down the stairs. Probably a neighbor who'd been kept awake all night by his relentless pacing up and down.


  He flung the door open, ready for confrontation, but the words died on his lips.


  Danny was standing there.


  "Hey, man. I swung by your work and they told me you hadn't been in for a couple of days, that you were sick. I was worried about you."


  "I'm having a rough time. I'll give you a call when I'm feeling better." He knew how it sounded, but he was too ashamed to talk about it.


  He saw the hurt in Danny's eyes, and that made him feel worse. He went to turn away and push the door shut, but Danny's foot was in it.


  "Buddy, I can't go off and leave you like this." Danny's voice was worried. "Not after what you told me last weekend."


  "I'll be OK."


  But Danny wasn't ready to give up.


  "You look like you could use some company. I'll come up, grab a beer or a soda or something."


  Aaron's mind was racing. Other than Carly and his probation officer, no one had ever set foot in his apartment.


  He couldn't believe that Sam at the garage - it would have been Sam - had handed out the address. But then, everyone liked Danny, with his easy charm, and he often dropped in for a chat with Aaron and the guys about bikes. That was how they'd met, when Danny came in to buy some parts and they'd got into one of their motocross discussions.


  Danny paused in the lounge and whistled.


  "Nice apartment. Man, you're tidy. You should see my place."


  Aaron sat down, handing Danny a soda from the fridge, trying to avoid showing that he was trembling with the effort of holding everything together in front of someone else.


  He knew he should be honest with him.


  "It's part of how I cope with things. I have to be very focused and disciplined about everything. My apartment, my bike, my job. If I let things slip, even just a tiny bit, everything starts to go wrong."


  He knew how crazy that sounded, and he half-expected Danny to be weirded-out and to take off down the stairs.


  But instead, Danny nodded, with understanding in those green-flecked eyes of his, and came to sit right next to him on the sofa.


  "Anyways, that's not the only reason I dropped round. I got something for you."


  "Yeah?"


  "You know that little heart you lost on the weekend? The one you were so worried about?"


  Aaron saw Danny's hand was shut tight, and something like hope bubbled deep inside him. It couldn't be... could it?


  He nodded.


  "That's what's been killing me, Danny. I know it sounds so stupid, for a grown man to worry about a piddly little thing like that, but I can't shake off this feeling that I've brought bad karma down on me because of it. I've not been the same since I lost it."


  Danny's eyes were shining as he opened his palm.


  "Aaron, you don't need to worry about nothin' any more. I went up there yesterday and dug around in that old red mud until I found it for you. You should have seen me; I was covered in it, worse than we were on the weekend."


  He looked at the little slate heart in Danny's palm, and a wave of relief and something else - he didn't know what - washed over him, and damnit if he wasn't crying, like a kid, great tears rolling down his cheeks.


  "You did that? For me?"


  "Sure, buddy." And Danny was smiling at him, and not judging him for crying like a baby, and Aaron didn't know how or why, but he reached out his hand, and instead of taking the heart from Danny, he closed his hand around Danny's hand that held the heart, and it was like some kind of electric shock going through him, the feeling of their skin touching, and Danny's face near to his.


  With his other hand, he reached out to Danny's cheek and laid his palm there for a moment, and Danny's eyes were searching his, asking him a question, and suddenly Aaron leaned forward and brushed his lips against his, not really knowing what to expect.


  Danny's lips were warm and dry, and as he pulled back, he could see surprise in Danny's eyes, but a kind of hunger as well, and when Danny asked in a husky voice, as if he was afraid of the answer, "Are you sure about this, dude?", he knew he had never been more sure of anything in his life.


  And then Danny's arms were around his neck and shoulders, hugging him tight, and his hands were in Danny's hair, pulling his face in towards him, and their lips met again. This time, their mouths touched for longer, and then Danny's lips parted and their tongues were writhing together in a hot clash of teeth and lips. Danny tasted of the cherry soda he had been drinking, and the taste took Aaron right back to the first time he'd kissed a girl, in junior high, and now he felt every bit as excited but nervous as he had then.


  He couldn't explain it - it wasn't as if he'd ever thought about kissing a guy before - but it was the best kiss anyone had ever given him, like Danny really meant it, and Aaron was so hot for him that it took his breath away, and he glanced down at the huge hard-on pushing out the front of his jeans and felt suddenly shy. But then he could hear Danny's breath catching in his throat, and when he looked down, he could see Danny was hard, too, and part of him couldn't quite believe that someone like Danny wanted someone like him.


  He put his hand tentatively on Danny's crotch, feeling his hard-on through the rough fabric of his jeans, not sure what it would be like, but he heard Danny moan softly and saw the look in his eyes, and he knew he wanted to do it, to make Danny feel good, to show him he cared for him – damn it, to show him he wanted him.


  He gently pulled off Danny's T-shirt over his head, and hugged him tight, and their bare chests pressed against each other, slick with sweat in the humidity of the day, and Danny's strong arms wrapped around him made him feel so horny after so many years of being untouched by anyone else's hands, it was as if a floodgate had opened somewhere inside him.


  He gasped for air and pressed his face into Danny's neck, nuzzling at him, feeling the vein throbbing in the side of his throat, and Danny's hands slowly stroked and rubbed his back, making him want to cry with the immensity of it all.


  He reached for the waistband of Danny's jeans, not really sure what to do, but Danny made a little whimpering noise and encouraged him with his eyes, and when he unbuttoned his jeans and slid his hand down the front of Danny's shorts and grasped hold of the warm shaft and heard him gasp, it felt like the hottest thing that had ever happened to him.


  He slid his face down and kissed Danny on his hard abs and went to slide his jeans down over his narrow hips as he fell to his knees on the floor. He wanted to blow Danny, because that was all he could think to do, all that he knew guys did to each other when they wanted to make each other feel good.


  But then something went off in his head, a flashback, to another time and place when he'd been on his knees in front of a guy, and before he realized he was doing it, he pulled away from Danny in anguish, his face in his hands as sobs racked his frame.


  He felt Danny's hand on his back, strong and gentle, as he slid to the floor and took him in his arms.


  "Hey, Aaron, it's all my fault... I didn't mean to make you feel awkward. We don't have to do this if it's not what you want. I want you so bad, but it's enough for me that we're buddies, honest. You mean the most to me, and I really don't want to screw that up."


  Aaron lifted his head and looked him in the eye, and all he saw there was kindness and love, and he started to feel that just maybe he hadn't ruined everything if he could just talk to Danny, tell him stuff he'd never even told Carly or the folks in the support group.


  So he told him, and Danny listened, holding him, his eyes blazing in fury as Aaron told him about Aidy and how he used to be so desperate to get a fix of the brown, shaking and sweating and without even a dollar in his pocket to pay for it, and how Aidy would make him beg, laughing at him in front of the others, and how he'd finally offered to let him pay for it by blowing him, pushing Aaron's head down on him as he unbuttoned his pants in front of the group of them, and how he'd been so desperate to stop the trembling and the pain in his bones that he'd gone ahead and done it, gagging as Aidy forced his head down, and then not being able to swallow and having Aidy coming over his face while they all stood there and watched.


  "If I catch the bastard..." muttered Danny, clenching his fists. "Aaron, you hear me? You're not that person any more. You don't ever have to do anything that makes you feel bad. You're strong and smart, and you're not on your own any more. You got me now, and anyone treats you like that ever again, you just come to me and I'll sort them out."


  "I'm a screw-up," muttered Aaron, pulling away from him. "All I wanted to do was make you feel good, and I can't even do that."


  "Hey, baby," said Danny, taking his face in his hands, and it didn't even feel funny that another guy was calling him baby. "Making someone feel good isn't about what you just described. That's not sex, that's a fucking assault."


  "All I want to do is be with you, Aaron, you gotta see that. You just lie there and I'll show you how much I want you. And if you don't like it, you can just tell me to stop, and we can forget this ever happened and carry on with our weekends and just be buddies again."


  Danny's face was close to his, and the feeling of his hands stroking his hair and his neck felt so good that he didn't want to ask him to stop, but it felt safe knowing that he could, and that Danny wouldn't turn his back on him, that he wouldn't lose him, whatever happened.


  Holding his gaze, Danny took Aaron's hand in his and turned it over, raising the palm to his face and kissing it. And then he took Aaron's fingers in his mouth, sucking them, and Aaron felt a wave of something wash over him and take his breath away, and suddenly his dick was hard again, straining through the front of his jeans, and Danny was rolling on top of him, skin against skin, with his thigh between Aaron's legs and their cocks gently rubbing together through their jeans as he rotated his hips.


  Aaron wanted him more fiercely than he had ever wanted anyone before, and when Danny undid his jeans and drew them down and gently took his cock in his hand alongside his own, and wetted his hand with spit and slid it up and down, rubbing them together, it was such an awesome feeling, like he'd gone to heaven, and he thought he was going to shoot his load straightaway. It had been so long since anyone touched him there, and Danny's touch was so loving, and he knew exactly where to rub him and stroke him, it was like magic.


  Danny bent his head and kissed him, more slowly this time, licking around the inside of his mouth, running his tongue over Aaron's teeth.


  "We've got all the time in the world, man," he said. "You just lie back and tell me if this doesn't feel good."


  Aaron could feel him moving down his chest, licking a trail that tickled, but felt so hot. And then he gasped as he felt Danny take the head of his cock gently into his mouth, and then lick up and down the shaft in lazy, long strokes as he clamped his hands around Aaron's muscular butt, reaching under him to cup and caress his balls.


  When Danny took him deeper and deeper into his mouth, using the warm wet walls of his mouth to massage him and suck him at the same time, it was like a miracle how he knew exactly how fast or slow to stroke him, and exactly where to apply the pressure to make him feel good. He tried to hold back, but it had been so long, and it felt so amazing, that he just couldn't make himself wait, and he felt himself spasming as he tried to warn Danny he was going to come so he didn't have to swallow if he didn't want.


  "Fuck, Danny, I'm gonna..."


  But it was too late, and Danny had no intention of letting go, and Aaron cried out as he spilled torrents and torrents down Danny's throat, and Danny swallowed, and swallowed again, before looking up at him with the sweetest smile Aaron had ever seen.


  "Man, that was..."


  Aaron was struggling for words, and then he was laughing with incredulity as Danny moved up towards him and lay with his face against his, giving him a big sloppy kiss that made both of them giggle, and he could taste his own cum in Danny's mouth, and it didn't even feel weird that this was happening.


  "Let me do you now," he whispered. "I want to. Not like before."


  But Danny pinned him down, his hands holding his arms above his head as he said seriously: "You don't have to do turn and turnabout, you know. We can wait 'til you feel ready, 'til you feel you really want to. That was enough for me, man; you've no idea what a turn-on it was to do that after waiting for it for so long."


  And something inside Aaron made him smile that Danny had been thinking about it, too, while they'd been away together, and there was something so heartbreaking about Danny's gentleness with him, wanting everything to work out between them whatever it took, that he realized more than anything, that he wanted to do this.


  "I really want to," he whispered.


  He stroked the milk-and-honey skin on Danny's chest, inhaling the scent of him, and reached a hand down to his quivering dick, which lay hard and huge against his abs.


  Danny closed his eyes and sighed as he grasped it in his palm and began to stroke it, slowly at first and then harder, as Danny spread his legs and thrust upwards gently, finding a rhythm. And when Aaron finally plucked up the courage to lower his face towards his crotch, he couldn't believe how good Danny felt and tasted.


  He licked around the tip of Danny's cock, tasting the little bead of pre-cum that had formed there, and felt Danny shiver under him, and when he slid his mouth around the length of him, taking him as deep into his mouth as he dared, hearing him moan softly, it was such a good feeling that he was amazed at himself. How could he ever have imagined otherwise?


  He felt Danny's hands on his head, but it was a gentle ruffling of his hair, not an attempt to force his head down, and Aaron tried to imagine he was Danny and to do him like he liked to do himself, and as he felt Danny's thrusting get faster and he took him deeper and deeper into his throat, he knew he could pull away at the last minute, but he didn't want to.


  It was the sweetest feeling in the world, feeling Danny buck under him.


  "Fuck, Aaron, ahhhh!"


  He felt his cock jerk in his mouth, and he tasted the salty liquid, and he thought for a minute, wondering if he should spit, but then he swallowed, and swallowed again, sucking Danny dry, sucking the love from him, and they both lay still until Danny pulled him up towards him, kissing him and stroking his face.


  "That was fucking amazing, man."


  "Yeah," said Aaron, suddenly shy. "I guess I'll get better at it."


  Danny hugged him tight in his arms.


  "You still don't realize do you?" he said. "I'm crazy about you, dude, and that means that was the best I've ever had."


  Lying on the rough carpet of his rented apartment, Aaron suddenly felt like the luckiest guy in the world, wrapped in Danny's strong arms, where nothing bad could ever touch him again.


  Danny sighed, stroking his hair.


  "You're gonna have to go back to the garage, I guess, before Sam kicks both our asses," he said. "But not just yet. I want to stay here like this for a while. We got some catching up to do."


  Aaron felt the panic rising in him at the mention of work.


  "What if I don't even have a job anymore? I didn't call in. What if Sam fired me?"


  "Sam hasn't fired you," reassured Danny. "You're the best bike mechanic he's ever had at his garage, and he knows it. He's just worried about you, that's all. He's your buddy - they all are. You just don't get it, Aaron, you're a great guy. Everyone likes you."


  And Aaron started to relax just a little bit. There was something so calming about Danny that made him feel instantly as though the world had turned on its axis and become a better place.


  "Are you my guardian angel?" he asked in wonder, kissing Danny on the lips and searching in his eyes for an answer.


  But Danny just laughed.


  "Not a guardian angel," he said. "Just your buddy. And maybe one day, something a lot more than just your buddy."


  "I think you already are," murmured Aaron, resting his head on Danny's chest, not wanting the moment to end.


  ****


  Aaron woke with a jump, and the old feeling of panic started to overtake him again as he felt the empty bed next to him and realized he was alone.


  Then he relaxed and smiled at himself. He was getting better at doing that these days. He checked the alarm, pulled himself out of bed and padded into the kitchen in his shorts, rubbing his eyes.


  Saturday. Motocross day. Race day. And today was even more special than that.


  He grinned as he heard the key in the door, and Danny fell through it, clutching a giant box spilling papers and clothes.


  "Hey, baby," and he dropped the box on the floor and wrapped himself around Aaron, planting a really hot open-mouthed kiss on him and pushing him up against the kitchen table.


  "I missed you last night."


  "Me too, dude," sighed Danny. "And I'm horny as hell this morning. That's the last time, though. We'll be together every night now for always. My stuff's all packed and in the wagon downstairs ready to bring up."


  It had been an easy decision to make, once they realized that Danny hadn't been back to his apartment in over a fortnight, although Aaron still couldn't believe his luck. He laughed inside every time he remembered the phone call to Carly, and her incredulity that he was in love, and that his new partner - a guy! - was about to move into his apartment. She'd been so happy for him, and so proud that he'd held it all together and made a new life for himself.


  They were made for each other, he and Danny, and he couldn't imagine what it would be like not to have him there to lie with on the sofa in the evening, watching the sports on TV and drinking beer, and not being able to keep their hands off each other long enough to make it to the bedroom, and then lying there in the safe haven of his arms every night, listening to the comfort of his breath rising and falling in his sleep.


  It had been funny the first time at the motocross club when Danny called him baby instead of buddy, and he'd expected a few comments about it, but no one seemed to mind. It was the same at the garage. Sam had taken him on one side and said he was happy for him and if any of the guys gave him grief to let him know, but no one had ever said anything nasty.


  He could feel Danny's mouth curving into a smile against his lips as he pushed him back on the kitchen table and palmed the massive hard-on that was already packing out the front of his shorts.


  "Mmmm... time for breakfast."


  "Hey, hey, we haven't got time. We got the wagon to unpack, and the race starts at midday."


  He made a half-hearted attempt to push Danny back, thinking about all the stuff they had to do today, but he could feel his willpower melting away as Danny leaned in towards him, nipping at his lips, his eyes misting with desire.


  "Just a quickie, Aaron, doesn't matter if we're a bit late. I missed you all night."


  And Danny's freshly showered skin smelled so good, the hard-packed muscles of his chest felt so hot pressed up against him, that suddenly nothing else mattered, and he kissed him back hard, sucking his tongue and pulling him close.


  Danny's warm hand closed around his dick, his thumb rubbing away the drop of wet that had already formed there, while his other hand pulled down his shorts.


  Aaron leaned back, eyes closed, moaning softly. How the hell did Danny do that? Nobody had ever made him feel this good - and he knew that nobody else ever would.


  He heard Danny's zipper being pulled down, heard his breathing become rougher as his hands caressed Aaron's chest and butt, pushing his knees back against his chest.


  Danny's hands cupped his balls, stroking gently, and then he felt his forefinger rubbing around the rim of his ass, driving him wild.


  He heard Danny spit on his hand, then think better of it, and laughing, reached for the lube to get things done quicker. Then he heard the snap of the condom and felt the tip of his big cock probing at his ass, edging in carefully so as not to hurt him, before Danny gripped him tight around his butt and sank right into him. Both of them whimpered because it felt so damn good.


  Before the first time he'd done it, he hadn't been sure, but Danny promised him he didn't have to do it if he didn't like it... and now he was addicted to Danny moving deep inside him, just like he'd been addicted to the bad stuff in the old days. Before he met Danny, he'd have laughed if someone had told him that being fucked in the ass could make you feel that good. He'd assumed that it was something guys did with guys they loved as a favor to each other, not something that could feel this amazing.


  And now, just like every time they made love - sometimes long and tender, sometimes quick and urgent - he wanted this to last forever, Danny's hand stroking his dick between their stomachs, in time with his thrusts inside Aaron, and Aaron lifting his hips to take him deeper, stroking his hair.


  "Oh, baby," he sighed as Danny's cock, pounding inside him, found the sweet spot and the waves began to spread out from a point right down inside him that he didn't even know existed a couple of months ago. And then he was coming in Danny's hand, spurting across both their stomachs a second or so before Danny gasped and jerked forward and spilled himself somewhere deep inside him.


  "Aaron, baby, fuck, that's so good."


  Danny collapsed forward on him on the kitchen table and they lay there like that, stroking each other, Aaron's hands in Danny's blond cowlicky hair, until Danny laughed and pulled him to his feet with his hand.


  "Best way to start the day. Time to hit the shower, and then we can go unload the wagon."


  As they passed the long mirror in the hall, Aaron paused to look at them both, hand in hand, one big and blond, the other dark and wiry, and he hardly recognized the dark guy who looked ahead confidently and met his gaze instead of looking shyly down and to the side.


  Danny looked, too, ruffling Aaron's hair. "Don't we make a cute couple?"


  And then, becoming serious: "Five years clean today. We should do something to mark it, make it a special day. How about we head off to Arkwright Mount right after we finish the race? We could camp out there, do a couple of laps of the old track? The riverbed shouldn't be as boggy... hasn't rained in a while."


  "Sounds awesome." Aaron grinned. "I bet I can kick your ass over that camelback on the old loop - like to see you do a no-hander landing there."


  Danny took him in his arms and murmured into his hair. "Best take your little slate heart off, though. I don't want to spend three hours looking through that old red mud for it, like last time."


  Aaron smiled, undoing the leather string around his neck that Danny had bought him to keep the heart in place. "I'll keep it on the nightstand. I don't need to wear it anymore."


  And Danny stroked his face and said, smiling right back at him, "No, you don't need to wear it any more, baby, 'cos you got my heart now."


  THE END
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  I watched as his fingers stroked the body of the guitar...and I remembered those fingers stroking my back, the hard calloused tips scratching ever so gently down, down, down coming to rest just at the base of my spine. I shivered with the memory. And then he began to play...
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  "Idiot!" Chad muttered under his breath. He put on his turn signal to get around the VW Beetle crawling at a bug's pace in the fast lane, not one hundred percent sure if he was talking about the other driver or himself. But to question himself again on why he was traveling the three hour distance for a concert wouldn't do him any good.


  Especially with two and a half hours of blacktop already behind him. Two and a half hours spent with: Why, after years without him did my heart jump the second I found out he'd be performing so close? And why, oh for the love of God, why did I crumble and buy the tickets after at least ten very stern talks with myself that under no circumstances was I going to go? Masochism? Morbid curiosity?


  He shook his head, not knowing the answer now any more than he did a couple days ago, and turned on the radio for a distraction. That didn't help. At all. He'd only been listening ten minutes before they played Abduction's song, Cry. It was their only hit in mainstream music right now, but Chad was positive it was only the beginning for Zeb and his band. He jabbed the power button, leaving the car silent. Only one question haunted the silence… probably the only one that really mattered. "Why am I putting myself through this?"


  Closure.


  Yeah, that made sense, right? After all, he'd moved on. Dating was a good sign of that, wasn't it? Not to mention, he didn't even think about Zeb when he was falling asleep each night like he used to. But, the dating hadn't been so successful so far. He hadn't even wanted to guess on why. But maybe this is what he needed: to confront the past and move on. A pressure valve deep in his chest released, and for the first time since purchasing the tickets, Chad wasn't angry at himself for giving in.


  Tickets – Plural. He couldn't believe he'd actually done that. He should have known better. At the time he'd rationalized that he'd ask a friend to go with, or maybe a date – yeah right – and it would just be a hoot to be able to say, "Hey, see that guy up there singing. Yeah, I knew him when." He'd chuckle about it like it really was no biggie, he'd get a chance to see Zeb from afar and no one would be the wiser that something deep inside felt broken. But… but, he couldn't bring himself to do it.


  Honestly? He had no idea how he'd react to seeing Zeb after all this time. Sure, there were one or two close friends that would be happy to give him moral support, but they had also been around when Zeb left and seen the aftermath. He'd been so adamant that Zeb's absence was only temporary. As soon as he's on his feet he'll call, he'd assured them all. But that never happened.


  So… no. It probably wasn't a good idea after all to invite someone with, and he took it a step further by not even telling anyone he was doing this. Especially since he'd sworn long ago that the only way he'd ever see Zeb again would be if Zeb made the effort. On top of that, having to hide any reaction at all and pretending he was fine would not only be hard, it seemed like it would defeat the purpose of going somehow. This was too personal. No, it was better to exorcise his demons alone.


  Closure. He repeated again, convincing himself nicely, as he took the exit ramp that would lead him to his hotel.


  After check-in, he unpacked his small bag in his cramped one bed, one desk room. After that he fiddled around with the air conditioner and checked out his exciting view of a crowded parking lot, wondering what he should do with his remaining time. Take an hour nap so he'd stop fiddling? Grab a bite to eat? No, too nervous to eat. Stupid. So instead he hopped in the shower and started getting ready.


  As he walked out the door forty minutes later he couldn't help but give one more nervous glance in the mirror, and wondered if how much he'd changed in the last three years showed in his appearance. On the outside there were only two changes. The sandy brown goatee was kind of an accident after a surprise camping trip (his friends' way of trying to cheer him up a couple years ago and no razor available) that he decided suited him. The less obvious, at least while he was dressed, was the muscle definition he'd gained from spending mindless hours in the gym. Going to the gym was a new habit started this last year; a way to work out his frustrations, and a better way to spend his time instead of alone in his apartment.


  Ironically, the changes in his appearance made him look stronger, tougher somehow, while he knew that was anything but the truth. The significant change was on the inside. He may not have ever had the type of confidence that Zeb, or even his friend Derek exuded – the type that dripped with sexuality and almost arrogance – but he'd had his own brand. Somehow that had changed slowly after Zeb broke things off purely by his silence. All those whys slowly eating away at his insides. Maybe because he didn't have any answers he found himself questioning everything in his life, and it only got worse as time passed. It was very… unsettling.


  It wasn't being alone or single. He'd been there before and been fine. Chad was pretty sure it wasn't even being dumped. It was just… Zeb. Zeb had been his kryptonite. Which was why the idea of seeing him tonight left him more unnerved than he'd care to admit.


  Chad realized with a start that the quick glance in the mirror had turned into a staring match with himself. He mentally shook his head and caught himself just before running his fingers through his hair in a nervous gesture.


  "Fuck it!" He grabbed his keys; made sure he had everything and practically stormed out of the hotel room. In his car and over halfway to the small theater, with yet another car whizzing past him, he noticed he was now one of the slowpokes on the road that had annoyed him earlier. A quick glance down showed him he was traveling at exactly the speed limit. Was that the automotive equivalent of dragging your feet?


  Right as he started to speed up, he saw his exit off to the right and had to hit the brake to change lanes while he swore under his breath. Finding it, at least, was easier than he had thought. The venue, The Vintage Theater, wasn't a big arena by any means but it wasn't some hole in the wall bar, either. It was an in-between; a middle ground for performers that had some notoriety but not enough to book a sold-out stadium. From the outside it was just a large brick building like any other, except for the large neon sign lit up with its name and a line he could see already starting to form on the sidewalk.


  It wasn't long after getting into line that more people got in queue behind him and around the block. He listened with half an ear to the chatter around him without digesting any of it. Two girls giggling behind him, a couple in their thirties in front of him; the man with his arm snuggled tenderly around his girl. Everyone in couples or groups. But not him.


  He closed his eyes as a light fall breeze brushed his face, breathing in slowly and thinking about back home in Duluth where all the leaves were already changing color. Fall was his favorite time of year. Probably because of all the memories of going back to school, his friends and life on campus that he loved. And then there were those two beautiful, crisp autumns he'd spent with Zeb at the North Shore.


  Before the memory lingered long enough to take hold, he noticed a commotion at the front of the line and the people began to shuffle forward slowly. Every now and again one of the young girls behind him would step on the back of his shoe or jostle him when he was only able to move forward a step.


  The sense of déjà vu hit him hard. Everything reminded him of the night he first met Zeb, but not as much as when he handed over his ticket to a man at the door and got his hand stamped for entry. Something about it, the red ink or design, or maybe it was the way the man looked, or the tone when he said, without any enthusiasm at all, "Have fun." Had it been the same that night or was his memory playing tricks on him? Because as he stepped out of the way into the dim hall around the corner and saw the room starting to fill with people meandering around mixed with the excitement, he was transported back.


  ****


  THEN… 5 YEARS EARLIER


  Chad and his friends were celebrating the last day of finals. A pre we-made-it-out-alive bash they decided was a must before graduation. They were young, thoroughly pumped for the future, and ready to conquer the world. Chad had a job already lined up right there in Duluth so wouldn't be going anywhere, but many of his buddies would be heading back to wherever they were from or where their new careers were tugging them. He knew he'd miss them but he wasn't going to think about that tonight. Tonight was for letting off steam.


  Considering how long they had to wait in line to get into this little downtown pub, he figured Mike had been right about everybody raving over it. They made the most of their time in line by joking around, mainly acting goofy and laughing their asses off. Someone had to nudge them forward when it was their turn to pay the cover. Chad stepped forward to the bouncer and admired the muscles clearly defined through his white t-shirt. The guy wasn't all that great looking but Chad put on his best smile and a little extra swagger in his step anyway. Mr. Muscles didn't notice as he checked their I.D. and took their money. He looked bored to death as he stamped their hands and, without any inflection towards sincerity, told them each to 'Have fun.' Straight, Chad decided. Oh well. He wasn't out to hook up tonight anyway.


  The group migrated toward the bar and ordered drinks. Sometime during the second round Chad let his eyes wander. It was seriously dark in this place! Dark as when the lights came on at closing, the sexy man with the husky voice you'd been dancing with all night would turn out to be a gorilla with a uni-brow, or even more appalling in Chad's case, a woman with a raspy voice from smoking too much.


  He wasn't used to dark and grim and probably would have never come here without his friends. Maybe to make himself more at ease, his eyes immediately sought out the little light spilling in from a hallway on the far side of the room. And then, naturally, they flowed to the man standing in that light. From there his gaze didn't roam anywhere else, too happy to linger on the long-legged beautiful man leaning against the far wall.


  Chad watched as the stranger talked and laughed with a woman standing next to him with an easy confidence that came from being comfortable around each other, friendly but not overtly sexual. But something about the man… the way he leaned half back, the way his thumbs rested at his belt loops with his fingers on his thighs, exuded sexuality. Okay, so maybe he wasn't planning on hooking up, but hell if that would stop him from taking in the eye candy.


  Chad let desire course through him as his eyes devoured the sight and found he couldn't get enough. Deep chestnut hair, sinfully high cheekbones with a light complexion shadowed by stubble, a couple tattoos on one arm and another showing on his chest where the black tank didn't cover. He fixated on the vibrantly colored tattoos a little longer, especially the one playing peek-a-boo on his right pec. He wondered briefly if they meant anything special to the brunet, or if he just thought they were beautiful. Yeah, the guy had the bad boy look down pat. Nummmm.


  Noticing the defined arms, Chad couldn't help but let his mind wander to what that smooth skin would feel like and he unconsciously licked his lips. His gaze traveled higher and he realized he wasn't the only one staring.


  Steel gray eyes looked back at him and he couldn't look away. That's all he could see. And that's all, it seemed, his mind could process. Not the time ticking by while he stared or the fact that he was holding his breath. But then the man blinked just before his attention was drawn sideways towards the woman talking to him. The spell broken, Chad took in the oxygen he hadn't known he was denying himself and reality caught up to him.


  "Oh, shit." Chad mumbled, and decided his drink was very interesting to look at. How stupid was it to go and get caught checking out another man in a straight bar? And not even a quick glance but actually staring. And… oh fuck… had he actually licked his lips? He knew better than that! There were men out there that would kick his ass for a lot less! None of his friends seemed to notice his distress and he was glad for it… well, unless he needed their assistance warding off a punch to the face. In that case he needed to give them a heads up.


  His focus went back to the stranger, almost in a panic to see if the large man was heading his way with violence in mind, but what he saw surprised him. The brunet was looking his way, but with a sexy little smirk on his face. Once he realized he'd caught Chad's attention again he lowered those beautiful light eyes to give Chad's body the same slow sweep he'd just gotten.


  Chad wasn't sure what was wrong with him but he felt first his neck and then his face heat up, and with shocked horror realized he was blushing. Oh, Gawwwd no! "I don't blush," he said fiercely under his breath. Great. Now he was embarrassed to be embarrassed.


  "What?" Derek asked from beside him.


  "Nothing." He answered, a thin smile in place.


  "Dude! You're bright red. You okay?"


  "Yeah. Yeah, just fine. Got a little warm in here is all."


  Derek gave him a strange look but then just shrugged. The other guys were in an animated conversation about the bane of their existence, a college professor Chad was lucky enough never to have, and how they were sooooo glad to never have to look at the man's weasel face again. From the sounds of their chatter none of them had even noticed the time lapse where they hadn't had any of his attention. Of course, he reminded himself, with excitement and alcohol mixing he could make a trip into La-La-land for a half hour or so before any of them realized he wasn't paying attention as long as he didn't miss his cue to laugh at their jokes.


  He tried to focus on his friends' conversation, really he did, but found his eyes sliding sideways towards the stranger. Just for a peek. Once it was to see the guy smiling and heat ran through him so fast it made his limbs feel heavy. The next time only a half beat passed before the guy looked over, like he could tell the instant Chad's eyes were on him. He wasn't going to look again, really, but a couple minutes later he couldn't help it. It was like his eyes had a mind of their own; they knew what they wanted to see and were going to go there with or without Chad's permission. This time it was to see those steel grays already fixed on him, the look on the stranger's face contemplative.


  God! He felt like he was in high school, checking out some guy across the classroom, giving eye signals to flirt because both were too chicken shit to approach each other. That just wasn't him! And the way his body reacted to the stranger; the way his body heated from just one look, the blushing, or the strange loss he felt every time he looked away and then couldn't wait to look back again. Nothing like that had happened to him before. He'd been attracted to guys hundreds of times, felt lust crawl through his veins on more than one occasion, but he'd always had control over himself.


  He changed positions in the group so his back was to the stranger. Maybe a stupid thing to do considering how hot the guy was and that he was obviously interested too, but the unsettling reactions left him feeling like he needed to physically turn away, at least for the moment, to regain the control he was used to having. Maybe later he'd see what he'd see once his friends were more occupied, but ditching buddies wasn't cool. Especially on their last night together.


  The fact that the other four men were all straight came into factor as well. He'd come out three years ago, without them batting an eye, but he'd never gotten comfortable picking up guys in front of them when they were out together. Derek, his best friend, was the only one out of this group privy to that level of closeness.


  Only a couple minutes passed before the back of his neck prickled. Fine, look your fill. But then there was a presence behind him, heat from another body even though he knew the man couldn't possibly be standing that close. Then came the deep voice, quiet but confident.


  "Hey."


  Chad turned around slowly, almost positive what he'd see there. The second he looked up into the taller man's face his heart rate picked up its pace, and he decided that if he couldn't control it, at least he could ignore it. "Um… hey."


  "Zeb." The stranger said.


  "What?"


  "Zeb. That's my name." The smirk on the guy's face made Chad's heart skip a beat. He swallowed hard and only stared for a moment before noticing the man, Zeb, had his hand out to shake and probably had for a moment or two. No wonder the guy was smirking.


  Get it together, Chad. He took a soothing breath and the man's hand.


  "Chad." His own confident, deep, tone surprised him.


  "Nice to meet you Chad. I've gotta work now, but maybe we can have a drink together later." Zeb still had his hand, but it wasn't like where a guy held on a little longer to secretly let you know he was interested. Instead, he used his thumb to brush the back of Chad's hand while his middle finger ran lightly across his wrist. No, this wasn't some secret handshake, this was a caress. Blatant, direct and confident.


  Then he caught what Zeb had said. "You have to work? Wait… you're leaving?" His embarrassment amplified into the heavens when he heard the note of distress in his own words. What the hell was happening to him?


  Zeb let their hands slowly glide apart and stepped backwards. "No worries, Sexy. I'll see you later." He continued his trek backwards, a slow and deliberate saunter, seemingly unworried he'd run into anyone.


  Little pinpricks of panic raced through Chad's chest. Zeb didn't know Chad would only be here one night… how could he think they'd see each other later when all they knew of each other was their first names?


  "Later when?" blurted out of him, almost demanding, before he could stop himself. Zeb was a good ten feet away now and didn't pause, just winked and shouted over the crowd.


  "In about five minutes!" Then he turned and went down another hallway. Not the one that was lit where he'd first seen Zeb, but the darker one almost hidden back on the other side of the stage that was probably for employees only.


  Wait. Employees only?


  That probably meant Zeb worked here. Was he a bartender? Chad looked over at the two different stretches of mahogany and even though they both seemed fully staffed, figured someone could be getting off work soon, or taking a break maybe. He wondered if his friends would notice if, after watching to see which bar Zeb went to, he talked them into finding a seat at it? Even more embarrassing… would Zeb notice? Yep. And he didn't plan on embarrassing himself twice in one night so he'd just have to look from afar.


  Of course, with his entire world focused only on the grey eyed beauty, it hadn't occur to him that his friends, only a few feet away, already had front row seats. He turned back towards them and saw that they not only witnessed his bumbling, but now looked like they were just waiting for him to land back on earth to start their ribbing.


  "Damn, man!" Derek snickered, when Chad rejoined the group. "Could you be any more obvious?"


  Chad's attention snapped to his best friend. "What? What's your problem?"


  "Holy shit!" Greg laughed through his hand. "I think hell just froze over. Either that or someone put a magic spell on Chad. Yeah! Yeah, that's it. Instead of turning a prince to a frog… or whatever," he waved one hand in the air dismissively, "they turned Chad into a shy peasant girl!" Greg let out a loud guffaw at his own joke but Chad didn't find it very funny, damn it.


  "Shut the hell up. It wasn't like that." He glared, and shuffled from one foot to another.


  "Oh really? That's why you were blushing and batting your eyelashes at him?" This from Mikey, looking a little shocked. "And became practically mute?"


  "I… I…" Chad really wasn't sure how to answer and his face heated again. His eyes darted towards the hallway where the sexy stranger had vanished, almost as if he expected help in some way. Like the brunet was the only other one who could possibly understand and explain what had just passed between them. 'Cause Chad sure as hell needed an explanation on that one as much as his friends seemed to.


  They looked at him expectantly. "I was not. I just wasn't sure if I was interested. Decided to try to play it cool and quiet. You know, less is more." He played it off, lying through his teeth.


  "Uh huh." Derek nodded. "Dude, you may not have said much with your mouth, but your body said loads. You looked like you were just waiting for the right second to pounce. No, actually more like you were waiting for his permission to pounce. I'm surprised you two didn't start going at each other right here!"


  "Oh, screw you!" He gave them each another glare but had to turn back to their tall table for his drink so they wouldn't see his self-conscious smile that popped up from Derek's description.


  "Seriously man, I think you were vibrating. Must have been that magic spell!" Greg never had learned to let a joke go. Jay was the only one that didn't give any comments, but probably only because it looked like he was biting the inside of his lips to keep from cracking up.


  Chad let out a frustrated breath as his embarrassment turned to annoyance. This was exactly why he didn't pick up or flirt with guys in front of them. Well, one of the reasons. "Can we just drop it? He's gone now anyway. Show's over, end of story. Glad I could provide you all with some entertainment for the evening." He said it calmly enough but knew his irritation showed through. Maybe he would have even felt bad about that if he didn't see they were all still grinning.


  Apparently they all knew him well enough to see when enough was enough because the topic quickly changed lanes. Unfortunately his brain didn't. For the next ten minutes or so he cautiously checked each bar, hoping his friends wouldn't notice, but Zeb didn't show up behind either one. If Zeb wasn't starting a shift behind the bar, what could he have meant by having to work, but still seeing Chad? He'd said five minutes – surely it had to have been at least fifteen by now, right?


  Chad checked his watch but that didn't help since he didn't know what time it had been when Zeb walked away. But maybe that was his answer. All Zeb had done was introduce himself and walk away again. Could he just have used work as an excuse to get away? He might have thought Chad was cute from afar, but once he got up close decided he wasn't interested. Or more realistically, when Chad had acted like a simpering, drooling idiot the guy ran like hell.


  "Fuck," he muttered under his breath.


  What did it matter anyway? Better to stay away from a guy like that; a guy who turned his knees to jelly and his heart into a techno drumbeat. No one else had ever affected him that way and he was starting to think he was glad for that. Who would want to turn into a tongue-tied fool? Nope, not him.


  Of course, that was before the band was introduced and he saw those beautiful soft grey eyes smiling down at him from behind a microphone.


  The band played and Chad was entranced. Once or twice, when Zeb's voice hit this perfect note or went extra raspy, a shiver skated over his skin causing goose bumps, and all he could do was smile. Quite a few times, Zeb smiled back down at him.


  "Shit, Chad's crushing on a rocker." Greg said to Derek over the music.


  "It's Blues, you idiot," Chad corrected quietly, but wondered if this made him look like some kind of groupie; impressed and ready to roll over just because the guy was in a band. He shook his head. Doesn't count. I felt like this before I knew he could sing. And sing well! Another sultry beat and his body's desire amped up.


  Chad came to the conclusion quickly that he didn't mind this feeling so much after all. If it meant he might get closer to the gorgeous man with the velvet voice he'd sacrifice a little confidence. After all, it looks like Zeb has enough for both of us!


  Everything was sexy about him. The tattoos, those eyes… the way he moved and the little looks he gave the crowd dancing in front of him. His voice and guitar skills were just icing on an already delicious cake. Chad found himself noticing the small things – how those long fingers so easily reached the strings of his guitar, how small beads of sweat formed on his brow and upper lip from the heat of the lights, and how no matter what song they were performing, whether a cover or what Chad was sure must be one of their own, Zeb made it all look effortless. He'd admired talent in many forms while he was at college, but he'd never been witness to anyone quite like Zeb.


  Then there was the little thing he noticed most, but that none of the other partiers probably paid any attention to. Any time the music was more soulful or seductive, Zeb's eyes would always catch his, and that smile he gave the whole crowd would change ever so slightly and his eyes would heat. He wondered if, at this distance, that last part could just be his imagination though.


  Through the band's first set he didn't ignore his friends completely. They still talked and laughed and did what they set out to do – celebrate. After graduation only him and Derek would remain local. They'd already found an apartment they could split in a halfway decent part of town. It would be a bit of a commute for Chad to his new sales job, but Derek would practically be able to skip to work.


  Derek's dad was throwing an almighty fit about his son sharing an apartment with a gay man but Derek, the amazing friend he always was, just brushed it off. "No worries, man. He'll get over it once he sees with his own eyes I'm not crossing over to the dark side." In past visits to the college Mr. Erickson had treated Chad a little cool but still polite. Anyone that knew Derek, including his father, was fully aware that once he made his mind up about something there was no budging. It was one of the things Chad loved most about his best friend.


  The band announced they were taking a break, and with a small sigh Chad saw Zeb and the other members use a back entrance off the stage and disappear from sight.


  "Think you'll start breathing again now?" Derek asked with a smirk, but quiet enough it was only for Chad's ears.


  "Oh shut the hell up," Chad returned, amused now instead of irritated. Before Derek could say anything else, there he was – Zeb, standing right in front of him.


  "So…" Zeb had one eyebrow raised like waiting for a reply, but to what Chad didn't know.


  "So..?" He asked back and saw that sexy smirk back along with a shake to his head.


  "So, can I buy you a drink now?"


  "Oh, um, yeah." The return of the awkward teen inside Chad was not welcome, but the race of his heart more than made up for it. Zeb turned but stopped and waited for Chad to fall into step beside him and they walked over to the bar together, away from Chad's friends and any smart-ass remarks they would butt in with.


  "Why didn't you tell me you were in the band?"


  Zeb chuckled. "Didn't exactly have a lot of time for chit chat. I was already supposed to be backstage before I even saw you, but I didn't want to take the chance that you'd leave before I could say hello."


  Between knowing Zeb had made his band wait just so he'd get to talk to Chad, and because now he knew Zeb had felt that connection just as instantly as he had, Chad felt some of his normal confidence return. They were standing by the quieter of the two bars, waiting for the bartender's attention, so Chad stepped in a half step and leaned against the rail. Looking directly in those amazing grey depths he purred, "Hello."


  He was pleased to see Zeb break out into a full true smile and almost laugh. "Hello yourself." All of Zeb's body language showed signs of him leaning in as well, but the bartender's appearance stopped him short. Zeb turned to him, "I'll take a…"


  "A cola, I know." The bartender interrupted. The singer nodded and turned to Chad with a question on his face.


  "I'll take a Rum and Diet." The bartender turned away to get their drinks and Chad saw Zeb chuckling under his breath while he scanned Chad's body. "What?"


  "Diet?"


  "Not cuz I think I need it. It's for the taste." It looked like Zeb didn't believe him. He had a really adorable scrunched up look to his face that Chad had a hard time not leaning in to kiss. Instead he explained. "Rum is already sweet and adding regular sugary cola to that is just gross. It's not like I'd ever drink diet on its own – of course I wouldn't want Rum on its own either – but sometimes you take two things that aren't so perfect on their own and put them together and…" he trailed off, realizing he was rambling.


  "And?" Zeb asked quietly, leaning in closer.


  "And zing… perfection."


  "Yeah," the other man agreed and Chad noticed the dark ring surrounding the gray in those mesmerizing eyes. So beautiful, he thought, and for a moment wondered what those eyes would look like in the heat of passion. Just then the bartender brought their drinks and Chad was glad for it. A moment longer and he might have forgotten where he was and kissed Zeb right there. Before Chad finished that thought Zeb already had their drinks paid for and was taking a long swig of his soda.


  "Are you done for the night now?" Chad sipped his drink, hoping he didn't look as nervous as he felt.


  "No. Just on break. We play four forty-five minute sets with fifteen minute breaks between."


  "Oh." Chad frowned, disappointed to find out they had such a short time together.


  "So…" Zeb started again, turning back to him. He wondered if this was how the guy started all his conversations and waited. "There's this back room here I've got a key to."


  Wondering if he'd heard right, he asked, "What?" in a voice a little too startled.


  Zeb leaned in closer to whisper in his ear. "You see, I'm thinking you're wanting at me as badly as I'm wanting at you. I tend to be the impatient sort. So, I was thinking…" Zeb paused, stepping back for a moment to let his eyes do the talking for him before he moved in close again. "If you like it hard and fast we could share something more enjoyable than a drink on my next break. Or, if you'd like to have some real fun, we'll wait till the band's done. The bar stays open another hour after we finish up but they play the jukebox nice and loud so no one will hear you moan. And, ohhh, how I can't wait to make you moan."


  For some reason Chad felt like he just got slapped in the face, or maybe doused with cold water. Maybe both. He'd done the meaningless sex thing, although not often, there wasn't anything new there, but… oh shit… that wasn't the track his mind had been on since spotting the sexy singer. The thought hadn't even occurred to him, and now he felt derailed. "Listen, maybe you've gotten the wrong idea."


  "Doubt it." Chad stepped back and Zeb gave him a smirk. "Oh come on. I know you're interested." The look on his face went from just a little cocky to smug. "I've seen starving men with less hunger in their eyes then you when you look at me."


  Chad decided right there that he didn't like smug too much. "I'm not denying I'm interested in you. Just not in what you're offering." Zeb looked confused but still smug, and Chad sighed. "I'm not going to sneak to a back room with you for some quick fuck."


  "What, prep-boy? Too good for a little fun?"


  Chad shook his head slightly, finding the other man's defensiveness almost amusing. "Nah, nothing like that. It's just not what I wanted from you." Smug was gone and only confusion remained in Zeb's eyes. "Maybe I'm wrong, but I'm pretty sure you feel the same spark between us that I do."


  Zeb chuckled, almost nervously. "Yeah, it's called lust."


  "No. Well… yeah," Chad gave a lazy shrug. "There's that too." He straightened to his full height to step a little closer and spoke in a low voice. "Trust me, I've felt lust before. And yeah, I'm not going to deny I want you, but…" he trailed off, completely unsure how to explain when he didn't have a clue himself. "but this feels… a little different. I guess I was just hoping for something a little… more."


  "What…" The musician trailed off and swallowed hard, looking at a loss for words. "What are you talking about? What's more?" He took a half step away, retreating, but Chad followed, not wanting the man farther away than necessary. He was no fool, they were standing in a straight bar and there could be homophobic assholes standing right next to them for all he knew, so he kept enough of a distance so as not to make any trouble for Zeb. But he wanted to make sure the beautiful man in front of him didn't get a chance to disappear before he was able to think of the best way to answer the question. Because he had a sense that if it was answered wrong, the other man would run… fast.


  "More… is wanting to spend more time with you than fifteen heated minutes in a back room. It doesn't have to be anything big and scary, just going out together, getting to know who you are. Letting you get to know me. Seeing if we like what we see." He thought that was about the simplest explanation and a very non-threatening one.


  "You're talking about… a date?" Zeb looked disbelieving.


  "Yeah, one to start. See where it goes from there."


  Zeb shook his head and laughed again. "Are you serious? You don't even know me."


  "Like I just said, that's what I want to fix. Besides, you don't know me either, yet you offered to share something much more intimate than a date in the back room."


  "But that's different. That's…" He stopped himself from finishing but Chad was curious. Zeb's eyebrows were pinched together and he looked almost confused.


  "It's what?"


  Zeb just shook his head and stepped back. The grin on his face turned condescending. "Let me guess. You're one of those people that sees romance and candlelight in everything. Always looking for that happily ever after?"


  Chad's laughter rolled out of him and ended on a little snort. He quickly tried to cover it up and met Zeb's eyes but only received a glare. "Sorry. It's just… if my friend Derek could hear that he'd laugh his ass off." Another glare. "Not at you. Just at the idea I'd be a romantic. Honestly, I spent most of the last four years playing the field. I've had a couple relationships too, but nothing that lasted. And if you would have asked me this morning if I was looking for any type of relationship my answer would have been a loud 'Hell, no'!"


  "Then…"


  "Honestly, I really don't know." He reached his hand out discreetly and circled Zeb's wrist loosely. "There's just something about you I really like. Was I wrong before? Is it just me that feels this? Is it just my wishful thinking that you feel it too?"


  Chad waited for Zeb's answer, seeing it written all over his face that he wanted to deny it. The term 'waiting on bated breath' had never made sense to him before, but now… But he wouldn't push and scare Zeb away. He saw that written on the taller man's face too. Or rather, in his eyes. Fear.


  "I feel…" He waited longer as Zeb looked down at where Chad's thumb ran along the inside of his wrist. "There's something."


  "Hey, man. Zeb," some guy said from behind him and Zeb jumped a half step back. Chad let go of his arm just as quickly.


  "Yeah, what?"


  "Time to get back to it, man. Callie's waiting and has a question for ya before we go back on."


  "Yeah, ok. I'll be there in a sec."


  The man nodded, gave Chad a very scrutinizing up and down look, then walked away.


  Zeb turned back towards Chad and cocked his head to one side, doing some scrutinizing of his own. "Are you just feeding me some line?"


  "Why would I?" Chad asked with obvious amusement. "To get you into bed? I think we've already established that's on the table either way."


  "Maybe you're just some groupie type. Want to be able to say you're dating a member of the band?" Zeb echoed Chad's earlier thoughts and he smiled.


  "You're forgetting one important fact; I didn't know you were in a band when I first saw you tonight." Zeb looked like he was about to say something but then stopped. The man looked seriously perplexed, and Chad couldn't figure out why. Why wouldn't Chad want more than a hook-up? At Zeb's age – Chad figured the guy had to be around his own age – and with his looks, he must have had lots of men after him. Of course, that could be the problem. Maybe one too many of them had screwed Zeb over.


  When he saw it looked like the other man was having some type of internal debate, he decided to let him off the hook. "Zeb? Just think about it, 'kay? I'm not going anywhere. Me and my friends are out to celebrate tonight and we're planning on sticking here till closing. If you decide you're interested, come find me."


  Zeb only nodded and turned to walk away. A couple feet away he turned back and asked, "Celebrating what?"


  "Finishing finals and graduation. This is our last week together before we all go our separate ways." He got another nod from the guy before he disappeared into the crowd.


  He rejoined his friends and was met with a drink and questioning looks, but no more razzing. Actually, he was a little surprised by that but then saw their looks were also sympathetic. Could they see the disappointment written on his face? Finally, when he didn't say anything, Greg asked, "Well?"


  Chad just shrugged his shoulders and shook his head. Mike turned away from the dartboard where they'd started to play a game in Chad's absence and gave Chad's shoulder a quick pat. "Tough break, man," he said sincerely and handed over the darts.


  Maybe he'd been wrong to not trust his friends to understand. They'd all been there at one time or another with women, he'd just always figured they wouldn't want to hear about any part of his love life or witness it because it would involve men. Not many straight men were okay with that and he'd never wanted to test or push their friendship.


  Hmmm, he thought, you learn something new every day.


  So they played darts – Mike easily kicking their asses over and over again – laughed and drank while listening to the band play their next set. He was having such a good time he'd almost forgotten about the odd conversation with the sexy singer… almost.


  At the band's next break Chad couldn't help looking over towards the stage, hoping Zeb would come over to talk to him. But when there was no sign of him Chad mentally kicked himself and took a seat a little away from the dartboard to sip his drink. Derek joined him but stayed quiet for a minute or two.


  "Maybe I should have taken him up on his offer," Chad mumbled.


  "What offer?" Derek asked, surprising Chad by actually hearing him over the crowd.


  "Oh, nothing. He…" Chad looked around to make sure his other friends weren't listening, "… he wanted to hook up."


  "Oh." Derek looked confused. "But when you came back over, you looked all sad and shit. I thought he turned you down. You turned him down?"


  "No. Well, not exactly. When I say 'hook up', I mean he was looking for some quickie fuck in a back room." Derek narrowed his eyes and looked thoughtful. "What?"


  "Well, I'm wondering why you said no. I mean, you seemed into him. Seriously into him. And I know that you've had one night stands before." Derek shrugged.


  "It's not about it being a hook up. But it's just… I'm not some little sex starved tart, you know?" He wasn't sure why it had irked him so bad, or why he'd felt so disappointed. Not like he'd never been propositioned solely for meaningless sex before. He looked back over at Derek and shook his head. "I think it's just that it took me by surprise – threw me off, ya know?"


  "Why?"


  "Don't know." He shrugged again. "I guess maybe if I'd been…" he trailed off, looking at his surroundings with understanding. "Actually, that's it." He whispered. Again Derek had bionic hearing.


  "What's 'it'?"


  "It was out of context." Derek gave him that strange look he was used to – that 'please explain cuz you jumped a step on me' look. "If I'd been going out to the club looking for some fun, it wouldn't have surprised me at all. You don't go out clubbing looking for your next boyfriend, and you don't expect easy sex to show up available in a straight pub."


  Derek took a drink and looked thoughtful. "Kinda like at that party last week." Chad was pretty sure Derek was the one jumping steps this time, so he raised a questioning brow. "When we were playing pool downstairs. I was 'sober cab' so I was drinking soda. I set it down to shoot and when I went to pick it back up and took a drink, it wasn't soda. I'd picked up someone else's beer by accident. I spit it everywhere, man! Didn't you see that?" Chad shook his head. "Well, the thing is, I love beer but I was expecting to taste cola. So when I took a drink and it wasn't what I was expecting, it tasted gross. Ya know? Even though normally it's something I like."


  Chad grinned. "Yeah, it was exactly like that."


  "Still too bad though. 'Course, it's not too late. You could still catch him on the next break and let him know you're up for some fun." Chad's face twisted a little, like he'd just taken a bite out of lemon or something. "Unless you're still hoping for cola instead of beer?"


  "Yeah, I guess I am." Derek just nodded and stood up for his shot at the dart board.


  All through the third set Chad's eyes kept landing on the sexy singer. Luckily the area of the bar they were in was so dark he knew Zeb couldn't see him look. He thought he'd finally gotten his mind off it and was surprised when the next time the band went quiet, he found Zeb standing next to him.


  "Hey." Chad smiled but Zeb only gave a half smile back. Damn! Chad thought, expecting another blow off.


  "So, there's a diner about two blocks from here that's open all night."


  "What?" Chad was thrown off track again.


  "A diner, you know, to do that going out thing?"


  "Oh! Yeah. You mean now?"


  "After the show?" Zeb didn't seem at all sure about this.


  "The thing is, my friends and I have a hotel room in town for the night-" Chad didn't get to finish.


  "Oh. Ooooooh." Zeb stretched out the word like a light bulb had just turned on above him. "I get it."


  "You get what?"


  "I guess I misunderstood. Actually pretty easy to do considering you were talking about getting to know me and shit." Zeb's eyes narrowed. "It wasn't the fucking that was the problem, it was the location. You want to hook up back in your room instead."


  "What…" It took him a second before understanding hit, probably helped by the drinks, and the disappointment on the other man's face. It was definitely disappointment and Chad smiled. "No, that's not what I meant." He reached out and put a hand on Zeb's arm. "I just wanted to ask if you can give me a lift back to the hotel later. I rode here with my friends."


  "Oh, um, yeah." Zeb gave an unsure smile. "Yeah sure."


  "I'll see you after your next set then? There's just one left, right?"


  "Yeah." Zeb turned to walk away and Chad was almost giddy when he saw the sexy man glance back over his shoulder with a wink.


  Hours later, sitting in a small diner that had seen better days, Chad couldn't remember a better first date. They talked for hours. Thinking Zeb had a few years on him, since Zeb had talked about how he'd met Callie, his first roommate, years earlier and that he'd been singing in the band for three years now, he was surprised to find out the other man was younger than him; only nineteen. Zeb had laughed while telling the story about the first time they got a job in a bar and Callie getting him a fake I.D. that said he was over eighteen and legal so they wouldn't lose the job. Zeb's face sobered after that and Chad assumed the conversation was going to get more serious, maybe on why Zeb had been on his own so long, but then Zeb shook his head, clearing the frown off his face and changed the topic to something lighter.


  Before Chad knew it the sky had reached that deep blue color that you only see right before dawn.


  "We should get going. It's almost daylight and you're probably exhausted."


  "A little, yeah, but…" Zeb hesitated.


  Chad knew he had a silly, soft smile on his face and wouldn't have been able to wipe it off if he'd wanted to. "I know," he answered simply. They paid their tab and Zeb drove him to the hotel. After putting the car in park Zeb turned to him and for the first time in hours Chad felt his nerves return.


  "So…" Zeb started again, and Chad couldn't help his grin, knowing now that this was how Zeb started any subject he was unsure of.


  "So…" he answered back and leaned a little closer in their seats.


  "I've heard one of the best parts of this whole dating thing is the goodnight kiss, so I'm guessing this is the part where I finally get to taste those gorgeous lips of yours, right?


  Chad blushed, but then what Zeb had said hit him. "You've never been on a date before." It wasn't a question.


  "Well, um… no. This is my first." Zeb looked uncomfortable admitting this, halfway between embarrassed and defensive, like he expected Chad to make a big deal about it. Instead, Chad leaned in closer.


  "I better make it good than. Reealllllly good," he whispered, reaching up to cup Zeb's cheek and pull him closer. Their first brush of lips was so soft Chad almost groaned at the sweetness of it. Slowly, he allowed it to deepen. He could feel Zeb's need to make it more urgent, and guessed that was what the younger man was used to, but instead he held back. Each time it started to feel on the verge of turning into a frenzy he'd slow things down, lighten his touch, and start the seduction over until he was pretty sure he'd pass out from restraint alone.


  Reluctantly he pulled away, only to have Zeb's face following, wanting more. God! It was so good. Too good maybe. He didn't want to stop but knew they couldn't make out in the car all morning.


  "I gotta go," he whispered, pulling back a couple inches. "And you need to get to bed. I don't want to worry that you'll fall asleep at the wheel before you get home."


  "Yeah." Zeb sighed, then fidgeted a little in his seat. Chad smiled, knowing exactly how the other man felt right now because he was in the same boat. The smile dimmed slightly, though, when an unwanted thought popped in – he wondered if Zeb had ever gone home unsatisfied before; he couldn't imagine anyone ever turning that beautiful tattooed body down for anything. But he'd have to be the first because he already had the feeling it would be more than worth the wait. He reached for the handle to open the door but paused, really wishing he didn't have to go.


  "Call me." Zeb turned to him with a cocky smile, but Chad saw it for what it was. His defenses were up. Chad was okay with that. He planned on taking things slow and proving to this gorgeous man that he didn't need any defenses where Chad was concerned.


  And that's exactly what he did. Over the next month they saw each other a couple times a week, but after talking on the phone every day, that just wasn't enough anymore. He was so glad when his and Derek's lease expired on their apartment near campus and they could move into their new apartment. He'd already started his new job but now his commute was shorter and even better, the new place was only ten minutes drive from Zeb's. Before Chad knew it they were inseparable and he was in love.


  ****


  NOW…


  Pain in his foot rudely brought Chad back to the present as a tall, skinny guy tossed a not so very sincere, "Sorry," over his shoulder, and was shocked when he looked around the theater and saw how crowded it had become while he wasn't paying attention. Where did all these people come from? It was standing room only, mainly college age kids. No surprise there really, since the theater wasn't far from campus and the fall semester was under way.


  Seeing that his drink was empty and maybe had been for a while considering how dry his throat was, he maneuvered between the people, jostling a few by accident, on his way to the bar. One girl gave him a dirty look when he said 'Excuse me' – like how dare he invade her space to get by. God, he remembered being that age. Thinking you were out experiencing 'real life' now that you were out of the parents' house; how full of yourself you could be at times. But he also remembered college as where he finally got to know himself, and for the first time in his life he felt like he found a place he belonged.


  It was also the place he discovered it was useless to measure yourself by success, looks or the family's money. Instead he defined himself by the friends he kept. It was his friends that made him feel so self-assured and balanced.


  And he had to admit, the biggest yardstick of them all had been Zeb. Which was probably why that confidence, that knowing where he belonged and to whom, had wavered so badly after Zeb left. No, not just when he left. He knew exactly when it started, Christmas, but he just hadn't known it at the time.


  It was those three little words. Three words that had been screaming in his head for over a year, aching to burst out of his chest on a daily basis, but never said out loud. One thing he'd learned quickly about Zeb was that he wasn't comfortable with the mushy stuff. They'd both agreed to take things slow, which is why he'd been surprised when it had been Zeb's idea to move in together the January after they met. Derek had been great about it, finding a new roommate and even helping him pack up with a huge shit-eatin' grin on his face.


  By that Christmas it had been close to a year they'd lived together and Chad had never been happier. Even if Zeb never voiced his love Chad knew he felt it. He showed it to Chad in so many little ways every day that there was no reason to question it. They were secure, happy and in love. So with the holiday just around the corner he figured it was time to make that big leap and bring Zeb home to his parents for the holidays.


  Once at college he'd been relieved to have some distance from his family and let the distance grow, never feeling the closeness from his parents he knew some of his peers had, and was content with it. But this was different. It was the first Christmas he'd be sharing with Zeb since moving in together and that's what you did, wasn't it? Bring your partner home to meet the family. Last year he'd gone home solo for the holidays and Chad had missed his lover so much over the three days that he'd spent more time talking to him on the phone than with his parents or brother.


  But apparently, his brother Steve didn't agree that bringing home a partner was the right thing to do at all. Well, maybe a partner… but not Zeb. Not someone Steve saw as inappropriate.


  Really not wanting to think about his asshole brother at all, Chad grimaced as he tried to find a space in the crowd around him where he could be out of the way. But then the opening act was introduced and most of the people started to move closer to the stage like ants to the picnic food. Good, he thought. Space. Either memories or the crowds were making him claustrophobic and he needed some room to breathe. He scanned the area and spotted a nice slightly shadowed little niche over by the bar. Perfect.


  But as he made his way to it slowly, going against the crowd, he bumped into a short blonde girl. She looked up and smiled broadly.


  "Well hi there, handsome!" The girls around her giggled as she introduced herself and tried to make conversation with Chad. Idle chat about the band and asking if he was a fan. He tried to be friendly and still inch away, but she'd either already had too much to drink or just didn't take a hint. Finally, feeling trapped, he blurted, "I'm gay."


  "Okaaaaayyyy." She said, giving him a strange cocked head expression. "Still, did you want to join me and my friends?" She indicated the group behind her and he felt bad. The blonde had obviously just been trying to be nice and he came off as an ass.


  He gave her a sheepish smile. "I'm, uh…" He nodded towards the bar. "I'm just getting a drink and then I have to find my friends." He just wanted to be by himself; was that too much to ask? The first song started, making talk impossible now anyway. She nodded and smiled before walking away with her friends and joining the crowd.


  Chad got his new drink from the bar and settled in the niche he'd seen earlier. The opening act, he hadn't caught their name, was decent but didn't hold his attention. No, it seemed the only thing that could hold his attention tonight was the memory of everything Zeb. But of course, what else had he expected? Opening old wounds did that. And hopefully, after tonight, some of those wounds would heal.


  Not really wanting it to, his mind went back to his brother. Chad hadn't seen him in over two years now; not since Thanksgiving, the last holiday he bothered to make an appearance at his parents' home. When he'd arrived without Zeb – he hadn't bothered to tell his family of Zeb's move to California since they obviously hadn't cared – Steve had asked him where his 'little musician boyfriend' was. Chad could only see the condescending smirk on his face as downright evil and hated telling his brother the truth. By this time he hadn't heard from Zeb since May and knew things were over, but admitting it to his brother was like eating glass. Instead of any sympathy or even one word of understanding, the 'I told you so' looks continued from his family throughout the day and he decided that that was it. He was done with these fools that obviously cared more about appearances and what they considered their own superiority than their flesh and blood.


  But still, any time something reminded him of his family all he remembered was that smirk on his brother's face and how he wished Steve hadn't been right. It always brought him back to that fight; how Steve had ambushed him outside the apartment on a Friday after work, wanting a 'conversation' that was really more of a lecture on why bringing Zeb home for the holidays would be a mistake. And the part that argument played to the beginning of the end of his relationship with Zeb.


  It wasn't anything Steve had said or done, although everything that had come out of his mouth was wrong. No, it had been when Chad had gotten fed up with Steve's attitude that the only reason Chad was involved with 'someone like Zeb' was to rebel against the family, and he'd wanted to scream at his brother that the reason he was with Zeb was because he loved him.


  He'd stopped himself short then, astonished that he'd been about to tell his brother something so personal that he hadn't even told Zeb yet, and that had seemed just… wrong. For a few moments he hadn't listened to a word his brother said as he thought about it and knew it was time. He couldn't keep it in anymore and even if Zeb wouldn't be able to say the words back he had to tell his lover how he felt.


  Then he heard the front door open and decided he was through listening to his brothers self-righteous preaching about how "throwing his recklessness in his parents' face just to rattle a cage" – his exact words – was a disgrace, or how Steve insisted his little fling would be done the second Chad got sick of supporting his unemployed musician just to have convenient sex at his fingertips. The one that had really stung later was when Steve argued in the other direction. That the family probably shouldn't bother worrying over his obviously poor choice in boyfriend at all since the second Zeb got bored playing house he'd probably leave Chad in a heartbeat. That perhaps the only reason he hadn't already was because Chad was gullible enough to give him a free ride.


  He'd ignored his brother's words when it came to Zeb, but it had forced him to look at his family differently. He'd been so pleased and utterly surprised when he'd come out to them and they seemed to support him. His mother had even tried to fix him up a couple times, but always with stuffy businessmen or lawyers. But that day he realized the acceptance came with conditions. They might tolerate his sexual orientation, but not a boyfriend they considered their social inferior. Those were actually his brother's exact words.


  He'd ushered his brother out, and went immediately to Zeb, needing a hug more than he could remember. Zeb's arms seemed stiff at first, probably seeing that it wasn't just the normal 'hello' hug that was needed, and Chad was reminded again of how Zeb got twitchy around anything resembling feelings. It wasn't that Zeb didn't show them, just that it was obvious the other man felt out of his element when it came to emotional stuff. Sure enough, it only took a moment and Zeb's arms wrapped around him tightly, giving him the comfort he was desperate for after dealing with his brother. Chad didn't discuss the argument or how cold it had left him, other than mentioning his brother was an asshole, and left it at that.


  But that night, lying in bed after making love, listening to Zeb's soft snore next to him, he thought of those three little words. Even now; with the large crowd around him, the band's drumbeat loud and the flashing colored lights going off on stage, all Chad had to do was close his eyes to remember what he'd felt that night.


  ****


  THEN… A LITTLE OVER 3 YEARS AGO


  Chad lay in bed, snuggling a little closer to his sleeping boyfriend and thinking how strange it was that just a couple hours earlier he'd been furious. But what did his brother matter anyway? Steve was barely a part of his life and really didn't know Chad at all anymore. He'd left for college when Chad was in high school and hanging out with the wrong type of crowd. All he remembered from back then was Steve constantly lecturing him about making the right choices for his future and to stop fucking up. So, of course, that's what Steve remembered most about his little brother. It didn't seem to matter that Chad had gotten his shit together, probably because that coincided with when he came out to his family and Steve simply saw that as one more screw up. Now he saw Zeb as another.


  The strange part of it was that Chad was pretty sure Steve actually thought he was doing it for the right reasons. But it was better than his father's cold demeanor, only caring about his successful career and how much money it would make him, or his mother who was so superficial and materialistic that he had a hard time picturing her ever wanting kids in the first place. He just wished Steve wouldn't act like a complete ass about it, and maybe even take the time to get to know his little brother or be a part of his life before he barged in to lecture. Most of all, he wished his brother would take the time to get to know Zeb. If he did, Chad was positive he'd see how wonderful his lover was and how wrong Steve was to stereotype him as some aimless musician.


  God, how wrong that was. Zeb was everything wonderful in his life. He was his stability, his happiness, the reason Chad couldn't wait to get home from work each day. He was also a talented and driven performer that took his music and his life seriously.


  What was he so afraid of? Why not tell Zeb exactly how he felt? So it might end up a little awkward; he could picture the way Zeb would fidget, maybe shuffle his feet a little before coming out with a quiet, 'Oh, um… cool.' Then he'd give Chad a little smile, a quick kiss and ask what they should do this weekend.


  But the weird thing was, now that he'd decided, he couldn't wait. He raised his head from his pillow and looked at Zeb to see if he was indeed asleep. The soft breaths and peaceful expression made that pretty clear, and Chad didn't want to wake him, so he whispered, "I love you, Zeb." Just so he could hear himself say the words. He snuggled in closer to his lover's chest and felt his breathing, his heartbeat, and emotion poured through him. "I love you so much. I wish I could tell you. I wish you could tell me." The words may have been spoken softly, but his chest ached and his eyes stung.


  He fell asleep content even if Zeb hadn't heard him.


  That peacefulness wasn't to last though. The next couple days Zeb was quiet and very busy (avoiding Chad, although he didn't know it at the time). Then, in the weeks leading up to Christmas, Zeb acted distant. Chad thought he was just imagining it at first, but finally he put it together when he realized the strange behavior all led back to that night.


  Zeb had heard him. He must have because that was the only way the sudden tension in their relationship made any sense. And, obviously, Zeb didn't like what he heard. Realizing this, Chad felt cold deep inside and for the first time, afraid. Afraid that instead of just the awkward silence he had originally expected, his declaration of love could actually mean losing his boyfriend.


  So Chad decided to keep his feelings to himself.


  Inside he felt like he was walking on eggshells, waiting for Zeb to bring the subject up or in some way make it known that they weren't as serious as Chad had thought. Deciding that putting Zeb through a visit to his parents would be a huge mistake, he'd cancelled their plans. After the visit from his brother it was all too easy to picture the scene that would unfold – his father and brother criticizing Chad constantly and all three of them snubbing Zeb – and wondered what in the hell he'd been thinking in the first place.


  He couldn't exactly give Zeb the reason though, so he lied to his boyfriend for the first time and blamed the cancelled trip on his parents deciding to go out of town. He felt like crap about lying but was glad he did, since the more he thought about it the more he realized how uncomfortable it would probably make Zeb to have to deal with his family.


  It only got worse when Zeb surprised him one day, coming home to tell Chad he'd gotten a day job at a glassworks company. His lover seemed excited about it and smiled a lot, but to Chad it seemed fake. He reminded his lover, carefully, that he didn't really need another job, that he already had one with his band, and that there was nothing wrong with him focusing on his music. But Zeb had been adamant. It didn't take long, however, for it to become obvious Zeb hated the work. There were many days Zeb would come home irritated, mumbled curses under his breath. When Chad would hear it he'd simply remind Zeb that he could quit anytime and get an eye roll in return. "Of course not! I need a steady paycheck, don't I?" Zeb would shoot back.


  It was driving Chad insane!


  And what truly seemed to tip the scales in the negative was when an agent based out of California saw Abduction perform in April and was very enthusiastic about signing them. You'd think that would be a good thing, but any time it was brought up all he'd hear from Zeb was all the reasons why it was a wrong fit for Abduction, and his boyfriend would act almost pissed that Chad would even suggest otherwise. It didn't make any sense. What the agent was offering was exactly what Zeb and his band had been working towards. It was the chance of a lifetime!


  A full month passed after meeting the agent, and Chad had given up trying to talk to Zeb about it. But when Zeb's hours got cut at work the mumbled complaints about his hateful day job were added to with just as quiet ones about how he should be focusing on his career. Knowing he wasn't going to get any answers out of Zeb, Chad went to Callie to find out what was going on in with his boyfriend.


  She was vague but it was obvious she had a better idea what was going on than he did. He had to remember that she was more Zeb's friend than his, Zeb's oldest and dearest actually, and that she probably didn't want to betray her friend's confidence. And, although it felt more like she was only giving the littlest of hints, Chad figured it out. Or at least he thought he did. Zeb wanted to sign. He wanted to go to California but wasn't doing it because of Chad. So Chad made a decision.


  He loved Zeb, more than anything in this world, and he wanted his lover happy. After all, if they had to live apart for a short time it wouldn't be the end of the world. The long run was what was important, and Chad was sure that with some effort he could find a job in California. At this point he didn't give a flying rat's ass about leaving his family and, sure, they'd be leaving behind friends but there were phones. What was truly important was making the man he loved happy.


  And the only way he could do that was to talk to Zeb about it.


  The next Saturday he woke early intending to make Zeb breakfast in bed. The smell of bacon frying filled the room as he cut veggies for an omelet. Chad had thought it all through and was actually starting to get excited. He was dancing around a little to the oldies on the radio when he heard a noise behind him.


  "Oh damn, you're up already. I wanted to finish this before you woke up."


  Zeb groggily made his way over and wound his arms around his lover from behind. "Couldn't still sleep. Smelled good." His voice was harsh from sleep, just the way Chad loved it. He leaned back into Zeb's body a moment, relishing the feel of those arms. "Why the big breakfast?" Zeb asked before letting go to pour his much-needed mug of coffee.


  "Well, not just a big breakfast. I wanted to serve you breakfast in bed. So get back in there, sexy, and I'll bring it in to you."


  "What? Why?" Zeb rubbed his eyes, obviously nowhere near awake yet. Normally on nights his band played Chad could count on his boyfriend sleeping till noon and here it was, barely nine.


  "You're not making this easy. Now scoot."


  Zeb shuffled towards the hall but then stopped again, deep in thought. Or at least as close as he could get before at least three cups of coffee. "Wait. I didn't miss anything, right? I mean, no birthdays or some anniversary or something?"


  Chad laughed. "No, nothing like that. Actually I just want to have a talk with you."


  "Talk?" Now Zeb looked confused. Confused, sleepy and adorable, Chad thought. "About what?"


  Chad sighed. May as well get it out there.


  "About the gig in California. I know you want to go. I think it's killing you not going. And I think I know why you haven't jumped at the chance. Well, I think anyway, that's it partly because of me, my job here and that kind of stuff. So I want to make sure you know that if this is something you really want, that you don't have to worry about that." Chad couldn't read Zeb's expression at all. He wasn't sure what he'd been expecting, but this stone cold look wasn't it.


  "I don't?"


  "No. I'm fine with it. Really. If it's something that will make you happy, then it's what I want too." Still, all Chad got was a blank stare and he wished his boyfriend would give some kind of reaction, anything, so he'd know he was on the right track. "Zeb, talk to me. Tell me what you're thinking on this, please." But Zeb turned away, holding his coffee to his chest, and walked over to look out the balcony doors at the rainy May morning.


  Chad tried to continue but mainly only succeeded in rambling. "I think it could be good, really, for both of us. Maybe hard to be away from each other at first, but…" oh, he didn't want to think of the time they'd be apart. "…that would only be temporary. Think of it, a new start in a new state." He kept on, reassuring Zeb that they could talk on the phone and that it wouldn't be so bad. He didn't want to make any promises about finding a job out there right away, but mentioned his savings and how there'd be enough to make a trip out to visit once a month until they figured something out.


  "We could look online for an apartment and I have time off coming next month so…"


  The phone rang and he saw Zeb practically jump out of his skin, startled like he'd been zoning out and wondered if Zeb had even been listening or was still half-asleep.


  The phone interrupting him was somewhat welcome since Zeb still hadn't said a word in response, but finding out Derek was stuck on the freeway with a flat tire, and the jack somehow missing, was not so welcome. Promising his friend he'd be there in twenty he hung up and turned back to see Zeb still staring out at the rain.


  Slowly, he wrapped his arms around his lover from behind and felt Zeb go rigid but only held on tighter. "Hon, I have to go help Derek out of a jam. Can we talk about this more when I get back?" Zeb's head nodded stiffly. "I think this could be a good move." And then he forced a laugh he didn't feel. "Come on, think about it. Sun, sand and no more snow. This could be a lot of fun! An adventure!"


  "Yeah." Zeb's one word reply did nothing to make him feel any better about leaving their apartment right now. But he'd promised Derek.


  "Zeb, I don't want to push anything. If this isn't what you want than just say the word. I'll support whatever decision you make. Will you just think on it and we'll talk more tonight." He received another nod, but that was it.


  When he got back, however, hours later since the lug nuts had been rusted on and a bitch to get off, Zeb's attitude had completely changed. He wasn't just upbeat, he was excited. And packing.


  Chad was soaking wet and irritable, and getting home to see Zeb so busy he barely acknowledged him wasn't helping. His boyfriend had obviously already gotten boxes from somewhere and had a large amount packed and stacked near the door. Watching him continue was like witnessing a tornado turn their cozy little apartment upside down.


  All he got out of Zeb was his enthusiasm on how right Chad had been, what a great move it would be, and how excited he was to see California. The whirlwind change left him so off kilter that he barely noticed when Todd, Abduction's bassist, showed up to help Zeb load boxes into a truck he had waiting outside. And he really didn't understand the strange smile on Zeb's face. At all.


  "Do you really have to leave now?"


  "Yep. We have a flight going out late tonight and a meeting set up in LA tomorrow morning."


  "But…" Chad didn't know what to say. He'd expected them to talk more. To make decisions about what it would mean for them, to look for an apartment and talk about finances. "What's the rush? I mean, are you sure this is really what you want?"


  Zeb handed Todd another box to bring downstairs. "Aren't you the one that just this morning said you wanted me to go? That this would be an adventure?"


  "Yeah, but…"


  "So what's the problem?" Now Zeb sounded almost snotty.


  "Well…" Chad stammered, "What about an apartment? Where will you stay?"


  "We have a hotel room for this week." Zeb moved around the room while he talked, not even looking at Chad. "When I called Todd earlier today to talk this over he said that after we got the offer he was so excited he'd called his cousin that lives out there. Turns out he's pretty sure he has a line on an apartment for us. It'll be a blast to room with Callie again," Zeb said with that same strange smile.


  "Wait… just wait!" Chad felt like the room was spinning.


  "What's the problem?"


  "What's the…" he trailed off. "What do you think? I thought we'd talk more about this."


  He watched as Zeb crossed his arms and narrowed his eyes. "Why beat a dead horse?"


  A dead horse? What the hell? He'd barely gotten two words from Zeb about it this morning. "I just…" Chad heard a noise behind him and turned to see Todd grabbing another box. "You don't need to be taking everything now, you know?"


  "I'm not."


  Chad sighed, for some reason relieved at Zeb's answer. Relieved until he saw Zeb and Todd each grab the last two boxes by the steps and both start to walk out. "Zeb! Zeb wait!" He saw them both pause, already a few steps into the hall, and turn.


  "What?"


  "Can't I just have a few minutes alone with you?" He turned a pointed look towards Todd and saw the man glare at him. What the hell's his problem, he thought, but figured the answer was pretty simple. He wanted to get a move on and here Chad was, having the audacity to ask for a minute of privacy with his boyfriend to say goodbye – a few kisses to tide him over.


  "Yeah, okay." Zeb nodded his head towards the elevator indicated Todd should go ahead. The tall blond bassist rolled his eyes before moving away down the hall. Chad backed up a few steps as Zeb walked back in the apartment, box still in his arms.


  "You weren't seriously going to leave like that, were you?" Zeb just tilted his head but didn't seem any more welcoming than he had over the last twenty minutes. "You seem pissed at me. Why?" Chad asked, worried he'd done something wrong, but for the life of him he couldn't figure out what. Zeb put the box down, put his hands on his hips and looked down at the ground. There were some long deep breaths and Chad figured his lover had to be pretty winded from the rush packing and carrying all the boxes down to the truck.


  Still focused on the ground, Zeb answered, "I'm… not pissed." Another long breath. "I'm not. I get it." The last was said so quietly Chad barely heard him. He wanted to ask what Zeb got, but Zeb continued, "I'm just… in a hurry. Remember, plane to catch and all that."


  "Yeah, I guess." He noticed now how Zeb shuffled one foot and recognized the maneuver – nervous. Knowing how Zeb was he pinpointed the problem. "Not good at goodbyes?"


  Zeb looked up. "Huh?"


  "Well, this is another first, right?" He walked slowly to his lover. "Not sure how to say goodbye?"


  "No. Not really. I guess." Zeb looked down again.


  "How about I help you with that then." Chad reached Zeb and wound his arms around his lover's neck. "A goodbye kiss is usually standard," he whispered as he leaned in. "Actually, I think its mandatory." He breathed the words onto Zeb's lips a moment before brushing them together. Zeb hesitated for only a second and then responded slowly, tenderly. Chad flicked his tongue over those beautiful full lips he loved so much and his lover not only opened for him, but pushed him up against the opposite wall and kissed him within an inch of his life. Chad moaned and stroked along Zeb's long back, grabbing onto his shirt to stabilize.


  Damn! Why did he have to leave so quickly? Why couldn't they at least have the night to make love before he had to face an entire month without his man? Actually, forget an entire night. Right now, with how wound up Zeb was making him, he'd be happy with a quickie up against the counter. He ground his erection against Zeb's thigh to get that exact point across, but Zeb just pulled back and leaned their foreheads together to catch a breath.


  Chad wanted to whimper but settled for running his fingers through Zeb's hair instead. "That's better," he breathed.


  "I do get it, Chad." Zeb said softly.


  "Get what?" But Zeb didn't answer. Chad felt a response though, since his eyes were still closed and their foreheads still touching. Zeb just shook his head lightly from side to side, then stepped away. Chad opened his eyes slowly, dazed from their passionate embrace. Zeb had already picked up the box again and was heading for the door. "Text me when your flight gets in, okay? So I know you got there safe." He received a grunt for a response and smiled. He actually thought it was cute sometimes, how Zeb was so sure of himself about everything else in his life, except for all the new experiences that came with a relationship. Then he was more like a nervous teenager.


  Zeb reached the door and was about to go around the corner into the hall. Oh lord how Chad wanted to stop him right there and get more kisses! But if he did, he knew he'd never want to let him leave at all. And this is what he wanted for his lover. This was Zeb's dream. "And call tomorrow after your meeting." Chad hollered after him. Zeb paused than but didn't turn around.


  "Why?"


  "To tell me how it goes."


  "Oh. Okay, yeah." And he continued on, out of sight. Chad walked over to the hall to wave goodbye but Zeb was already at the elevator, the doors sliding open and his lover stepping in without a backwards glance.


  ****


  NOW…


  A loud cymbal crashed, followed by ear shattering applause, and Chad blinked.


  "Ladies and Gentleman, thank you!"


  Even looking at the crowd, the band and lights, that image was still in front of him; the one of Zeb leaving, not looking back; a shadow over everything else.


  "We've enjoyed being here so much tonight. You've been a truly wonderful audience!"


  Chad shook his head. What am I doing here? This is crazy!


  "At the end of the night we'll have CD's and photograph's to sign for you in the back, but for now we're going to sit back with all of you because we have a real treat…"


  This was a mistake! Chad looked towards the exit. I shouldn't be here! I'm over him. Some voice inside his head laughed, mocking him.


  "… one of my favorite performers and a good friend…"


  I am! I got over him long ago! I've mended and moved on. I date, dammit!


  "…I'm sure you'll enjoy…"


  Before this I hadn't even thought of him in months and being here… bringing it all back like some nightmare! I don't need this!


  "…not to mention some delicious eye candy …" The lead singer of the all-girl band opening for Abduction droned on, the crowd seeming to love it. But Chad wasn't really listening. He flicked his attention towards the exit again, wondering if it would be better for his sanity if he just left now.


  "And here's Mr. Sex-on-Legs himself… Zebulon Reynolds!" Screaming, applause and loud whistles were deafening in the large room.


  And then Zeb sauntered on stage, a sly smile in place. Oh God! Chad's breath hitched, and he knew he wasn't going anywhere. The crowd roared as Zeb made his way over to the woman from the other band still standing at center stage with her arms outstretched, waiting for a hug from Chad's ex. Other members of the band were joining him on stage, all being introduced, but Chad didn't notice.


  There was a pang in his chest but he ignored it, transfixed on Zeb's form. The way he moved. The way his tight black t-shirt clung to him when someone from off stage handed him his guitar, the same one Chad remembered. Zeb was speaking now, and the voice was so familiar. Chad sighed, the corners of his mouth curling up softly without him knowing it.


  Three years gone or not, he was positive he could still taste those beautiful lips on his tongue. Phantom memories of what they felt like on every inch of his body covered his skin in goose bumps.


  Chad watched as Zeb's fingers stroked the body of the guitar...and he remembered vividly how those fingers would stroke down his back, the hard calloused tips scratching ever so gently down, down, down… coming to rest just at the base of his spine. His body shivered with the memory. His breathing slow and heavy.


  And then Zeb began to play... and Chad's heart broke.


  ****


  Thump. Thump. Ta Thump.


  Chad swore his heart beat the same rhythm as the song that filled every corner of the large room. There used to be excitement when he watched Zeb play, a soft joy in his chest, anticipation for when he'd get to have his sexy lover all to himself again, and pride bursting out of him. Pride… well, there was still that. There was no way he couldn't be proud of Zeb fulfilling his dream, especially when it was one Chad knew he'd worked so hard for and deserved like few others.


  He stood still against the wall, his head cocked just slightly and his drink forgotten about as soon as the first note was played. Anyone watching, and there were a few that had noticed, probably found it odd that while the rest of the crowd was dancing, singing along and enjoying themselves, he just stood there.


  Frozen. Listening. Devouring.


  Zeb introduced the next song with a hard gleam in his eye. Chad soon found out why as he spat the first cruel line into the microphone. It was a song of heartbreak; that much was clear, even though anger and bitterness were where you'd normally expect a slow pace and sad words. One of those empowering 'I don't need you anyway' songs. And Chad wondered who had broken Zeb's heart.


  He wasn't a fool. He knew that Zeb had probably moved on long ago. To picture Zeb with anyone else just felt wrong – and painful. But now, to know that someone had obviously broken Zeb's heart – no, actually, it was knowing that someone else had had the ability to break Zeb's heart, that he'd given it away when Chad had never had it – stung.


  And any hope that those words were written by someone else was empty, since he could see pain fused with the anger in Zeb's eyes. He could feel it in the words, the vibration making his own ache come alive again, fresh, after all this time.


  When the next verse spoke of being dumped, 'thrown away with an excuse and a smile', Chad had the oddest sensation of anger. Odd because it wasn't aimed at Zeb or the remembrance of what being thrown away felt like. No, it was at whoever could have possibly been stupid enough to toss Zeb, especially if they had that wonderful heart to claim as their own. Whoever the man was, at this strange surreal moment, Chad wished he could kick his ass.


  Two more songs down the play list the band played their hit song Cry and Chad realized he'd never really listened to the words before. Hell, he'd barely listened to more than a verse. But now, watching Zeb sing those words; the deep echo of emotion, the shadow of pain in his eyes and written so clearly on his face, it was a completely different experience than some impersonal radio. And so Chad listened, truly listened, with a new appreciation. It spoke of regret and loss, of a love not returned and Chad swore every word was being ripped right out of Zeb's chest.


  And then…


  … and then, the final verse.


  I cry


  I cry as I walk the sands


  Remembering our shore where I held you


  Never wanting to let go


  Always wanting to let you know


  As the waves crashed around us


  I cry


  As the seagulls screamed their chorus


  I cry


  In the cold November air


  Chad's eyes stung and it hurt to breath.


  The chorus repeated, louder, more heartfelt then before, and the song ended, the last beat echoing in the silent theater. Chad watched Zeb close his eyes and take in a deep breath, his shoulders slumped as if exposing his heart to the entire crowd had been just too much. For just a moment he seemed so vulnerable, so lost, and Chad let out the breath he hadn't even known he'd been holding.


  Then a heartbeat passed and the crowd's level of appreciation was shown with cheers, applause and tears. Zeb straightened up and smiled at the people before him, and Chad just stood there and blinked.


  It couldn't be. There was no way he could be singing of us, of me. Chad knew it didn't make sense; for that to be true Zeb would have to miss him, still care for him. And obviously that wasn't the case, or Zeb wouldn't have left him behind in the first place.


  But – but the North Shore, their shore…


  No. He was being ridiculous. There were a lot of shores. Zeb lived in California – which had a coastline full of beaches. He probably brought dates there all the time. Maybe Zeb and his lover had found a special little cove just like Chad and Zeb had here in Minnesota.


  Damn. Not the most pleasant of thoughts. But it did make more sense than Zeb feeling heartbroken over a man he'd dumped so carelessly three years earlier. So… Chad faced facts; he was reading into words not meant for him, repeating the same mistake from three years ago, letting wishful thinking lead him down the same pathetic hopeless path. That did nothing for the ache in his chest.


  He looked up at the stage again, wondering when he'd started to stare at the ground, and saw Zeb respond to the man sitting at the piano with a laugh. For the first time Chad noticed it wasn't Callie sitting there at the keys, her rightful space. Why wouldn't she be with them?


  The new piano player, a cute blond with a quick smile, started the new song with some fast finger work and they were off again. Chad listened. There were love songs, silly and sexy tunes, and two more about heartache. It was strange to hear some of the old ones he'd heard Abduction play on nights he'd go and sit through a rehearsal, just to spend time with Zeb, or at a show when he'd go to give support. Those ones he knew every word by heart, even after all this time. One he recognized immediately even though he'd never heard more than what Zeb would play as he wrote; the song unfinished the day Zeb left.


  It was the new ones he was having a hard time with. Even trying like hell, it was becoming impossible not to make some obvious comparisons. A word, a phrase or a verse that related to the life he and Zeb had shared. But as little details crept in, so did the hope.


  ****


  Zeb was exhausted. He'd barely slept the night before. Not like that was unusual on the nights they were stuck on the cramped tour bus, but last night, crossing over the Minnesota border, had been the worst so far. He couldn't explain the anxiety he felt anymore than he could explain the constellations in the sky. He'd never been good at astronomy; that had been Chad's thing.


  Damn it.


  Now why did he go there? Just cuz he was back in his home state didn't mean he had to go and think of that man. The lying piece of shit…


  "Zeb, here you go." Todd handed him a water bottle. Zeb downed half the bottle in one good long swig, thankful for the ice-cold fluid sliding down his throat. "It was a good one tonight." Zeb only nodded. "Hey, what's with you? You're usually jumping with adrenaline after a show. You're not coming down with something are you?" Todd reached up to touch the back of his fingers to Zeb's forehead but he ducked away.


  "I'm fine. Just tired. And since when do you act like a Goddamn mother hen?"


  "Callie's not here. Someone's gotta." Todd smirked. "Besides, you look like someone just killed your Grandma."


  "Don't got a grandma. You know that."


  "Figure of speech, asshole."


  "Dickwad."


  "Jizz Face."


  Zeb smiled. "You're definitely getting more creative. Gotta give ya that." Zeb wound an arm around Todd's neck. "Come on. Let's get out there. CD's to sign and pictures to pose for."


  "This is what? The tenth time we've done this on the tour? I think I've got the spiel down, no need to remind me."


  "Ya, I know bud. Maybe just reminding myself," he said quietly.


  "You sure you're just tired?"


  Zeb shot his band mate a quick 'drop it' look out of the corner of his eye and kept them moving on the trek out to meet their fans. "And by the way, this is number twelve, not ten. See how old you're getting? Your memory's going already. No worries though. If it gets real bad I'll start writing the songs down on cue cards. We'll put up one of those little black stands – you know, the kind they use in orchestras and high school bands and shit to hold your music during the concert."


  Todd dodged out from under Zeb's arm and punched him in the shoulder. Hard. Zeb smacked back, grinning like a fool, and they kept on like that as they walked out into the main room of the theater.


  Twenty minutes later Zeb's hand was cramping and his cheeks hurt from smiling so big, but he loved every minute of it. He couldn't believe where they were, that they were finally making it. He joked with Todd about each stop, counting them like it was a chore and he tried not to act too nuts about it. But honestly it astounded him; put him in a state of perpetual awe that they were actually on tour. Stop twelve out of thirty, and their CD's were starting to sell like hotcakes all over the country.


  Simply amazing. And so were their fans. Fans – they actually had fans. They'd had a small following in Duluth before they moved, and once things got started in California that number blew up. But it wasn't till the last year things sky-rocketed.


  It all started on a rainy day in July when Zeb was playing guitar in his room alone – or so he thought. If he'd known Todd had gotten off work early he wouldn't have been playing the song. Cry had been something he'd written just for himself. Something he'd thought would be therapeutic (or some shit like that) to write, and had turned into a morbid obsession whenever he was feeling down. Like how two negatives make a positive, it would usually help him out of whatever funk he was in.


  So, there he was, sitting on his bed facing the rain coming down outside, making tracks down his window and shadows across his room. His guitar was in his lap and the headset on so he wouldn't piss off the neighbors as he played. And he was singing. He thought softly, but later Todd argued that point. He didn't think it would be any big deal to open Zeb's bedroom door to listen since Zeb was singing loud enough to almost hear in the kitchen anyway.


  Todd wouldn't have said much on the melancholy song, him being a smart man and knowing you don't go poking a bee's hive, but their agent, John, had stopped by to go over a new booking – he did that a lot if he was in the neighborhood, just stop on in – and Todd answered the door. So, John heard the song. And went ape over it, wanting to hear anything else Zeb had that resembled it.


  He went so far as to accuse Zeb of holding out on him. Of course Zeb had been holding out. That song wasn't meant to be heard, wasn't meant to be played in front of a crowd, and sure as hell wasn't meant to be recorded. But John argued, then begged. He swore, swore, that if Zeb just played it once, at a fundraiser they were playing at next month, John wouldn't say another word about it if Zeb didn't want him to. Yeah, that had been a trap. All the suits from the recording studio were at the fund raiser, invited by John, and they immediately offered a full recording contract. On top of that, they made promises of marketing the 'sound' as well as getting them some tour gigs.


  How in the hell was Zeb supposed to say no to that? With Callie getting married and Laser's girlfriend pregnant, Zeb knew they all needed the cash and the break. So he swallowed his pride, changed a couple strategic words in the song, and cashed in.


  He also broke out into a cold sweat the first time he heard it on the radio. Hearing your own band being played over the sound waves really should have been more exciting than that. And it was, really. He just wished it had been with a different song.


  A waiter brought Zeb a refill on his cola and he was thankful, his throat almost raw. The next group was a bunch of girls from the local college, all with cameras and smiles. Like any group there were some more outgoing than the rest, friendly and flirty, but one was almost scary. She was either a slut or just enjoyed acting like one and seemed to know no shame. Zeb appreciated the audacity, but when they asked to have the small promotional posters signed, it was the shy ones Zeb made sure to talk to just a little sweeter.


  They walked away giggling and he smiled to himself as he found the seat his ass had barely touched all night, sighing as he sat. The crowd was thinning, the end of the night in sight. He loved this part of the night almost as much as performing, but he was exhausted and it was starting to hit him. After a few more autographs, Zeb looked over to see Todd and Laser doing group shots, big cheesy grins in place.


  A CD slid in front of him drawing his attention. "Who should I…" he started to ask, grabbing the marker before it rolled off the table. But then he looked up.


  Zeb just stared. It would be considered a blank expression on his face if it wasn't for his jaw hanging open just slightly. He snapped it shut and swallowed, barely believing what he saw. Chad… his Chad, stood in front of him. Zeb had absolutely no idea what to say.


  When the silence stretched to awkward, Chad shoved his hands into his pockets. "Hey, Zeb." Chad had this shy half smile on his face.


  "Hey." Zeb broke eye contact first. "So, you want me to sign this I suppose." He took up the marker again, hoping Chad hadn't noticed he'd actually dropped it the second he saw him.


  "That would be nice, yeah. But that was… well, it was more of an excuse I guess. To say hello and…" Chad trailed off, biting his lower lip and looking down at his feet.


  Zeb wasn't willing to look directly at his ex but was unable to force himself to look away completely. He took a shallow breath and wrote out a generic, 'To Chad, Glad you enjoy the music, Zebulon Reynolds' without any rush.


  Chad had to yank a hand out of his pocket to take it.


  "Well, thanks for coming. Hope you enjoyed the show." Zeb forced the same smile on his face he'd been wearing all night but knew the cold dismissal came off exactly as intended. He saw a little bit of the light in Chad's eyes dim. Bingo! Now take the hint and go away.


  Instead Chad moved from one foot to the other, both hands gripping the CD. "I was hoping we could talk."


  Zeb leaned back in the chair and lazily looked around the room, pretending his heart wasn't pounding out of his chest. "In case you can't tell, now's not exactly the best time to chat."


  "Then when is a good time?" Chad asked in forced whisper. "When you're back in California, not returning calls? I figure it's now or never."


  "And what would we have to talk about?" Zeb sneered and let the chair drop down loudly onto all fours.


  "Unfinished business."


  "Unfinished business? God, you sound so formal. What, did I leave a bill I don't know about? Something to do with the lease on the apartment? You coulda sent anything like that to my agent years ago."


  "No. Nothing like that." Chad looked down and squeezed his eyes shut. Zeb took the second to let his eyes sweep over the other man, nostalgia taking over briefly before he told it to shut the fuck up. He wasn't blind, so he also noticed the white knuckles as Chad gripped the CD so tight he was surprised it didn't snap. Then Chad looked back up, directly into Zeb's eyes, and a rush of heat went through his body like a wave.


  "Please, Zeb. This is important," Chad pleaded.


  There was something in his ex's eyes, something Zeb found impossible to say no to; that's the only reason he could explain why he did what he did next. "Yeah, fine," Zeb looked around the room, not wanting to look back into those eyes. Nick wasn't too far away and when Zeb caught his eye he waved him over. "There's a back room here-" Zeb heard Chad chuckle and his attention was yanked back to his ex's face. "What?"


  Chad smiled and shook his head a little. "Nothing. Just… I think that's one of the first things you ever said to me – the back room." He bit his bottom lip and looked like he was trying not to laugh again.


  Zeb couldn't help it, the quick flash of memory hit him and he started to smile before he could catch himself. Luckily, that's when Nick reached them.


  "Hey, what's up?" Nick looked from Chad to Zeb expectantly, probably thinking he was wanted for a group picture or autograph.


  "Nothing. Was hoping you could do me a favor."


  "Yeah, sure."


  "Could you show Chad here back to our dressing room?" Zeb asked Nick, then directed the next comment for Chad, but barely glanced his way. "You can wait there for me. I have some more stuff to take care of out here first." He waited for Nick's answer, partly hoping the man would say no.


  "Oh, ummmm." Nick looked back at Chad again, scrutinizing, trying to read the situation. "Yeah. Okay. Come on, man." He patted Chad on the shoulder and led him away from the table.


  Chad hesitated, "Alright. I'll… ah… see you in a bit then." Zeb loved that he threw Chad off balance. He just nodded and pretended to focus his attention towards other people milling around the table, asking how they liked the show. He did catch the look Nick shot him once Chad's back was turned though. His band-mate had a brow raised and a little smirk on his face. Zeb could only imagine what Nick was thinking – probably all kinky – so he shook his head to tell him he had the wrong idea. Boy, did Nick have the wrong idea!


  ****


  Zeb took a second outside the dressing room door. A deep breath, gathering himself, followed by one more before he straightened his spine and opened the door. He walked in briskly, like he owned the room. The manager told them to use it as they pleased so tonight, he guessed, he did own it. He'd let Chad wait a good half hour. Plenty of time to prove Zeb wasn't in any hurry to see him, and short enough that it didn't look like he was avoiding him. God, how he wished he could avoid him.


  But… but, he was used to this – putting on a show. He could do this.


  Without even a glance to where he already knew Chad stood, he walked over to the mini fridge and grabbed an energy drink. Right about now he wished he touched the hard stuff cuz he could sure use a shot to calm his nerves. Outwardly he looked calm and in control. He knew that, knew it made him look a bit of a hard-ass. But that was okay. Better than showing weakness. A lesson he learned too many years ago to count.


  "So…" He started, and looked his ex-lover in the eyes, not letting anything show in his own expression.


  Chad was looking back, a small nervous smile in place. "So. Good performance tonight."


  "Thanks."


  "I really liked the song that opened with the piano solo. It's very different than anything I'd heard before."


  "Yeah." Zeb took a swallow of his drink, needing to keep his hands busy. "Thanks."


  When they'd first set up the night before and he'd seen their dressing room he'd thought the space was pretty big compared to some of the others they'd had lately. Now, it may as well be a hot, stuffy and overcrowded utility closet.


  Chad walked towards one of the far walls, facing away from Zeb now, and looked at the pictures of other performers that had played at the theater. They stayed silent for a while, minutes stretching, Chad shooting odd glances at Zeb every now and again. Zeb just watched, drank his caffeine supply, and waited. He couldn't seem to get a read on the situation.


  "I saw Callie isn't with you guys. She didn't quit, did she?" Chad finally broke the silence.


  "No." Zeb sighed, knowing he should be giving more than monosyllabic answers if he was going to find out why Chad was here. "She's back in Cali. Pregnant."


  That apparently surprised Chad. His head jerked to look at Zeb over his shoulder. "Oh? Wow."


  "Yeah. Too pregnant to be going on tour, so we have a substitute in place."


  "Well, the sub is good. He's no Callie, but… Wow, you're going to be an uncle then."


  "Kinda, but… not exactly."


  "What else would you call it? You're family, right?"


  "I guess." Damn it, this small talk was driving Zeb insane. The tension in the room reminded him of the electricity in the air right before a lightning storm. He wondered when the bolt would hit.


  "Oh, come on. You two are closer than I ever was with anyone in my family. She's your sister, blood or not." Chad turned back towards Zeb, his arms by his sides but not looking comfortable.


  There was something about him tonight. Zeb couldn't decide what it was. He looked happy but… not. Hesitant, but that was to be expected. But there were also the small little smiles, the way his eyes seemed to almost glow with something indefinable. Some little excitement, and Zeb couldn't help but wonder why.


  The strangest thing was the cloud of something darker that appeared and disappeared quicker than a lightning strike. It gave Zeb the odd sensation that Chad sat on a ledge, the good and the bad, teetering. He seemed so different yet so familiar.


  Zeb tried to shake it off. It had to be just seeing Chad again that was putting him so off kilter. And it bugged him that, even after all this time, it was so easy to read certain things about the man he used to live with. Little things, like how when he saw that little muscle in the corner of Chad's mouth twitch like it always had when he was nervous, his first reaction was to cross the room to put his arms around him. That one actually pissed him off more than anything.


  "Why'd you come here, Chad?" Zeb blurted out, wanting to get this show on the road and his life back to normal – without Chad.


  "I…" Chad looked around the room, like he was searching for the answer. "I didn't come here tonight to talk to you."


  "Than what the hell did you come here for?"


  "To see you," he said quietly, still not meeting Zeb's eyes.


  "That makes a whole hell of a lot of sense. You just said you didn't come here to talk to me."


  "No, I mean -- that came out wrong. I came here to see you but I wasn't planning on talking to you." Chad's eyes darted to his face, but only briefly, the hesitation back tenfold. "You made it pretty clear you didn't want to talk to me when you didn't return my calls."


  Zeb just grunted his response and waited. He'd figured out a long time ago that staying silent was the way to get others to talk and Chad was no exception.


  "So, I guess… I just wanted to see you," he whispered. "But then… then, I heard your songs, listened to the words." That's when he finally looked Zeb in the eye, and Zeb could see that excitement again. Longing too, and something went all tight and hard in Zeb's stomach.


  "And I figured," Chad continued, his voice getting stronger, "that maybe you've been feeling all the things I have. I mean, well, like what you said in Freefall Life, the way you described the pain of being apart and how when something tears your heart in two, that all those words not said make it so it can never heal. That's exactly why I came tonight. I thought just seeing you would help, but when I heard your music, when I saw the hurt…" He looked down again and back up, a flirty little smile on his face, his eyes hopeful. Zeb remembered that look – too well. "I thought that maybe you missed me too, at least a little."


  Now that right there – that pissed Zeb off good. Missed him a little? Zeb turned away and ran a hand through his hair to calm himself before he lost it. Lost it and screamed out everything that had gone through his mind in the last three years, everything he felt. And hell if he was going to give Chad the satisfaction of hearing that! He felt that tightening in his stomach again, and it ran cold.


  "Seriously? You got all that from my songs?" He turned back, his eyes narrowed and hard. "From lyrics that have nothing to do with you? God! It reminds me of that old song. That one that goes, like, um…" he looked up at the ceiling, like he was in deep thought, hummed a bar and let a nasty smile spread on his face, "'You're so vain, I bet you think this song is about you…'" he barked out a short laugh. "Shit man, I--"


  Zeb stopped short and the sneer was forgotten when he saw the look on Chad's face. It wasn't just his face, though, it was his whole person. Like any and all life had just been drained from him in the last five seconds and he was left… gray. And his eyes, they were looking somewhere near Zeb's chest but off to the side, and he had the impression they weren't really seeing anything at all. They just looked dead.


  "Um, Chad?" He still didn't look Zeb's way and there wasn't even a flicker of life. Not even a twitch. "Chad? Man, you're scaring me a bit here."


  Finally some movement. Chad shook his head, just slightly like coming out of a dream, and turned away. He mumbled something that sounded like 'Sorry I bothered you again,' but Zeb wasn't sure. Chad started walking mechanically to the door.


  Suddenly Zeb needed to suck in a breath, hard, the room just as devoid of air as Chad was of life. Something seemed seriously off. But he stayed right where he was. He didn't go after Chad and sure as fuck wasn't going to reach out to him like he would have years earlier. He just stood and watched as his ex-lover made his way to the door, put his hand on the knob, and then stopped.


  Chad stood, unmoving again, holding the door handle and Zeb was really starting to freak out. What if something was seriously wrong with him? Like a heart attack? Or a stroke even? That's kind of what it reminded Zeb of, the way Chad's essence had just been drained from him right before Zeb's eyes; his features going slack.


  Then Zeb heard a noise from the other man, a word or possibly a groan, he wasn't sure. "What?"


  "Why?" The word was croaked but louder this time.


  "Why what?"


  "At the least I deserve to know why." Chad turned around, his face no longer a mask, his eyes glassy with unshed tears. "I came all this way, made a fool of myself…"


  "I never asked you to come here."


  "Yeah, no shit. But I'm here now. And after all this time, I want to know, God Damn it!" His voice rose, his eyes glowing with fury. "I deserve to know! Why did you leave me?"


  Zeb tilted his head, confused, and truth be known, a little scared. Chad looked beyond pissed and Zeb had no clue why. Alright, so Chad's problem wasn't a stroke after all, maybe he was just off his rocker. "What are you talking about?"


  "What am I talking about? Are you nuts?"


  No, but maybe you are. Chad took a step towards him and Zeb automatically took a step back.


  "I'm talking about you walking out on me. Leaving me behind without even giving me a reason!" Chad stopped, closed his eyes tight and took in a calming breath. Or at least Zeb hoped it was calming.


  "You told me to go to California," Zeb answered, humoring the crazy person. Did Chad not remember this? Okay, maybe he was nuts back then too and Zeb had just never realized it.


  "I said we should talk about going to California. The next thing I know, you're all packed up, walking out the door! And to top it off, you don't even have the guts to end it. You just let me keep calling, and calling, wondering what the hell was going on, worrying about you! God, you prick!" Chad started to pace the small room as he ranted. "I mean, I know you sucked at relationships but anyone with common sense should know that when you're through with someone, you'd at least have the courtesy to pick up a Goddamn fucking phone to tell them! Seriously, what was so bad you couldn't even face me to tell me? I mean, shit! You leave and don't even look back, not one fucking glance, and here I am, the naive fuck, thinking you're just awkward at goodbyes. That maybe it's too much of the sentimental shit you just can't handle and here…" he trailed off, his step faltering and his voice cracking. "And here, you were probably planning on leaving me the whole time."


  Zeb stood, mouth hanging open and his chest tight. He didn't know what to say, what to think. Damn, he couldn't think at all. None of this made sense.


  Chad stopped by the small love seat and let his body drop on it like a marionette that just had his strings cut and buried his face in his hands. He looks tired, Zeb thought, but still didn't move.


  "So, what was it?" Chad's voice was a little muffled as he spoke between his hands, but Zeb understood him just fine. "I just need to know, Zeb. Tell me and I won't ever bother you again. Did I do something wrong? Was it because-" a deep breath, "because I felt more for you than you were okay with? Was I too boring to compete with all the pretty California boys? Or did you just decide you didn't give a shit about me anymore?" Chad put his hands down and pinned Zeb with a very wet stare.


  "I…" The words froze in his throat. Oh, he had a million questions, but seeing the pain in Chad's face, the tear tracks he'd been hiding behind his hands, Zeb couldn't utter a word. He focused on the magnets on the mini fridge and breathed in shallow slow breaths. His eyes fluttered closed when Chad spoke again.


  "Do you have any idea how long I tortured myself with that question? How many nights I sat awake, thinking, confused, alone. I mean, fuck. I thought we were happy. Of course, I was probably delusional because I also thought we were in love." Chad snorted then, self-deprecating to the core. "I was a pretty pathetic fool, wasn't I?" He folded his hands in front of him and fixed his gaze there, waiting.


  "I didn't dump you." Zeb cleared his dry throat.


  "Ha. Really? I really must be delusional then, because all those sweet love letters and late night phone calls from my lover over the last years – yeah, I don't remember a one."


  "No, you…" Zeb ran his hand through his hair, tugging it in every direction. "Chad, you broke it off with me."


  Chad actually laughed. "Why in the world would I break up with you?"


  "I don't know. You said you wanted me to leave. Or don't you remember?" Zeb yanked on his hair again in frustration. "You walk in here all pissed at me, but you're the one who kicked me out! Sure, you were nice about it, but you still said you wanted me to go! And, hell, you smiled as you went on about what an adventure it would be like some-"


  "Yeah!" Chad interrupted. "An adventure for us!"


  Zeb's attention snapped back to Chad's face. "Us?"


  "Of course 'us'."


  "But you went on about how hard it would be to be apart and…" No. Oh fuck no… this couldn't be…


  "Sure, temporarily. I also said that I could fly out in a month. Don't even try this as a damn excuse. I want the truth. There's no way you could have thought I was kicking you out when I was standing there talking about finding a place together and--"


  "I didn't hear that," Zeb cut in.


  "You didn't hear that?" Chad looked incredulous. "Are you serious? We were talking about our lives, you ass!"


  "Jesus Christ, Chad, I had just woken up and you start talking about wanting me to move. So, no, after I heard that I kinda stopped listening. You think I wanted to hear you explain why you didn't want me anymore, or give me excuses while you're smiling the whole fucking time like it was no big deal? And then you go off to hang out with Derek."


  "The phone call. The fucking phone call." Chad scrubbed at his face.


  Zeb raised his eyebrows in question, not understanding the expression on Chad's face at all.


  "I remember thinking when the phone rang that you didn't seem to be listening, but…" He took another deep breath, and shook his head. "Are we saying what I think we're saying?" His mouth twisted, and he blinked rapidly, staring over Zeb's head. "Are we really fighting over what I think we're fighting over?"


  "What?" Zeb really didn't get the small smile Chad gave him right then.


  "That neither of us wanted to end it? That we've both been apart and miserable this whole time over a stupid misunderstanding?"


  Zeb shrugged, feeling a little like an idiot, a little disbelieving and a whole hell of a lot shell-shocked. He watched as Chad stood and walked towards him, that damned smile growing the closer he got. Zeb didn't smile back, panic tightening his chest with every step Chad took. Chad stopped a half step away and searched Zeb's eyes.


  "Zeb?" Slowly, Chad placed both hands on Zeb's chest and let them slide up, aiming for around his neck. The wonder on Chad's face was clear, along with a growing joy. Strangely enough, all Zeb felt was more of the panic and then, suddenly, fear. He jumped back.


  Away from Chad's reach he could breathe again. He strode over to the mini bar, grabbed whatever bottle was closest and the shot glass one of the guys left there before the show. He heard Chad speak behind him as he filled it.


  "Zeb, what--"


  Before Chad could finish his question Zeb slammed down the alcohol. Oh Holy FUCK. An inferno raged up his throat and even as he questioned why anyone would ever drink this shit, he sucked in a breath. That was a mistake. He could smell it then and an image of his father – cold eyes and dragon's breath reeking of that day's whiskey – burned behind his eyes and he wanted to retch. Eyes open or closed, he couldn't shake it off. Every time he took in a breath the image would refresh itself.


  "What the hell, Zeb? When did you start drinking?"


  Zeb reached for a can of soda, warm and diet, anything to get this taste out of his mouth. The heat spread out from his chest, calming the panic from moments before, but Zeb was pretty sure the effects of the whiskey weren't worth the trip down Hell's lane.


  "I don't," he finally answered when he knew he could speak without tasting that toxic shit. It was still there, but at least it was muted by the diet cola.


  "Shouldn't this be a good thing? If we both still care-"


  "I'm seeing someone," Zeb cut in quickly. There was a loud exhale behind him but he didn't turn to see Chad's reaction. He couldn't.


  It was silent for too long, and for some strange reason he began counting off the seconds like he did when he was a kid. Maybe it was the alcohol or maybe just a way for his mind to stay busy so he wouldn't blurt out anything foolish.


  Five Mississippi… six Mississippi…


  "Oh. Of course." Another beat of silence. The quiet resignation in Chad's voice didn't hurt. It didn't. "That makes sense. It's not that I expected you'd be single. A guy like you. I mean, all those men out there, you'd move on and find one that…" Chad went quiet. Zeb didn't know what to do or say. What could he say? Nothing.


  Somebody knocked on the door and Zeb had never been more grateful for an interruption in his life. He just needed to get out of there, away from Chad, where he could be alone and think – sort things out.


  When he opened the door it was just one of the men from the crew to let Zeb know they were packing up and that the theater would be closing soon. Zeb nodded and let him know he'd be out in a minute.


  "Oh, and Nick's still sitting at the bar waiting for you."


  "Shit."


  "No prob. I think he knew you were busy. Just thought I'd let you know cuz when I told him it was time to skedaddle he said something about you and him having a toast or something. The bar won't serve once two am hits, so I figured I'd give ya a heads up."


  "Yep, I'll be right out. Thanks Jack." The other man smiled and walked back down the hall.


  "I need to get back out there." Zeb said as he turned back into the room and shut the door.


  Chad leaned against the far wall, deep in thought. "Yeah, I suppose." He nodded his head and pushed away from the wall. "I guess this is it then, huh?"


  "Yeah."


  "Well, at least I finally have my answer." Chad started for the door and Zeb saw him wince and heard a tense laugh, an odd mix. "Of course, finding out my lover left me over – over absolutely nothing – doesn't really make me feel any better."


  "Chad…" Zeb wasn't sure what was about to come out. He should apologize, or something, but at the same time – that would be pretty stupid, right? How could he know for sure that Chad was even telling him the truth? What if there was an ulterior motive; or if he was only here because Zeb was someone now. But, if he was telling the truth…


  Zeb shoved his hands in his pockets, hiding his clenching and un-clenching fists. He had to get a grip and stop thinking altogether until he could finally be alone.


  "One question though." Chad turned back around, hand on the doorknob. "If that's really what you believed, if you thought I said you should go because I was kicking you out? What about the phone calls? I called you for weeks, left dozens of messages. I don't remember every message, but I know damn well I couldn't have sounded like I was dumping you."


  Zeb took a long breath, remembering the messages he'd erased. "That day you said we'd still talk. I thought you were just trying to do the whole 'let's still be friends' thing. And I couldn't do that. I was pissed and you were so cheery. But it was just really obvious it was fake. Like you were just patronizing me or trying to be nice to… hell, I don't know."


  "Of course it was fake. My boyfriend wasn't returning any of my calls and I had no clue why. Why the hell wouldn't it sound fake?" Chad's voice turned mocking. "Things are probably crazy. He'll call when he's settled. Do you have any idea – God – any idea what a fool I felt like when you just never bothered to call?" Chad broke their eye contact but not before Zeb saw the raw pain there.


  "I'm sorry." Whether he was right or not, thinking straight or not, he couldn't not say it.


  "Me too." Chad opened the door and stepped into the hallway.


  That panic hit Zeb all over again. Hard and almost painful in his chest, like something very bad was about to happen.


  "Chad!" He waited till the other man turned towards him. "You're, um, you're not driving all the way back tonight, are you?"


  "No. I have a hotel room here."


  "K." That didn't make the feeling in his chest go away though. "Which one?"


  Chad gave him a strange look. "Best Western."


  "Alright then. Have a safe trip back." Chad nodded. Zeb scrambled for something, anything. "And, Chad? Thanks for coming."


  "Yeah." Then Chad turned and within a blink was out of view and gone. Out of Zeb's life. Exactly where earlier tonight he wished he'd be.


  So why did he feel like complete shit?


  ****


  Zeb stayed in the quiet back room after Chad left, needing to be alone, but swore he could still feel him there. Or at least smell his cologne. Damn. He sat down, put his head in his hands and did every breathing exercise he could think of to try to find control again.


  He'd been so sure he knew what he was doing when he walked out of their shared apartment three years ago. He'd already been second-guessing where he stood with Chad for months, so, to him, when Chad asked him to go he wasn't exactly surprised. Sure, he hadn't listened to every word, but the blood rushing in his ears from the moment his boyfriend said he wanted him to go to California pretty much drowned out everything else.


  So now, did he take everything Chad told him tonight at face value? Should he? Part of him didn't want to believe a word his ex said. Because – oh fuck – that would mean Zeb had caused his own misery. That the only one who had broken his heart was himself. And instead of focusing his anger and heartache at Chad, he would have only himself to blame.


  Self destructive. That's what Callie had called him once, just months before he met Chad. Remembering those words was what pushed him into accepting that first date with Chad. Oh, he'd already known he wanted to go; wanted it more than his next breath, but that scared the shit out of him. So he kept making excuses on why it wouldn't work anyway. But then he figured he'd take her advice and just take a chance at it. Like she said, it might surprise him for once.


  He had and it did. Everything was a surprise with Chad. Partly because Zeb was a relationship virgin and didn't know what to expect, and partly because Chad was… just Chad. He was much more zany and down to earth than Zeb had expected and made him laugh almost every day. Chad was fun, and sweet, and the only one who had ever made Zeb feel special. Like he was cherished. It had been so wonderful! And he thought… why hadn't I tried this boyfriend stuff sooner? But he knew the answer to that back then too. Because he hadn't met Chad sooner. And only Chad could have made that perfect fit with him. Two people, so different, but fitting together like puzzle pieces.


  That is, until he overheard Chad with his brother, and realized Chad might not feel quite the same way he did.


  Thinking their relationship could be one-sided had driven Zeb insane over those months. The little visits he'd gotten from Chad's brother during that time hadn't exactly helped either. Zeb decided that if he wasn't the perfect man that Chad could be proud of instead of embarrassed by, he'd make himself into that man. Because hell if he was going to lose this now that he'd found it.


  But then, when Chad told him he thought he should take John up on his offer, knowing it could mean a permanent move to California, all Zeb could think was, I should have known better then to even try. All I ever was to him was a fun fuck. He'd escaped out of there so fast he was surprised it didn't make Chad's head spin. But he'd had to. There was no way he was going to allow the man that didn't even want him, that so casually suggested he move a thousand miles away, to see him break down into tears.


  To let him see how badly it hurt.


  Shaking his head hard, he stood up and did the same to his body to get some blood flowing. Sitting here dwelling on shit long past accomplished about as much as it had over the last three years – nada.


  No, the philosophy he went by was once something's in the past, it's better off left there. He'd never seen the sense of going around talking to everyone like they were his own personal shrinks. His foster parents had tried to get him to see one – a shrink – after his mother's death when he was fifteen. The guy had been a quack and a half, wanting to talk about Zeb's dad the whole time.


  So Zeb told him. Told him about his dad's drinking and abuse; about the last time his dad thought he'd needed to toughen him up so he'd be a 'real' man and ended up hospitalizing him with two broken ribs and a broken arm. And then he told him how he'd wished it had been his dad that was killed in the accident instead of his mom. The man had just looked at him then, a shrewd look, like he was actually trying to see inside Zeb's head, and asked, 'Do you really wish your father was dead?'


  What kind of a stupid question was that? No, he wouldn't wish someone dead, but if had been a choice between the two? His mean as a rattle snake father or his sweet mom? Besides, since his dad had been the one driving the car and had been drunk as a skunk at the time, he'd been found guilty of vehicular manslaughter so Zeb never had to see the son of a bitch again.


  As far as he was concerned he'd put all that behind him. To Zeb, the foster home had been a second chance. A chance to get away from his father and stop being terrified all the time. It was a clean slate, and he'd liked keeping it that way.


  Plus, he'd met Callie there. She'd helped him to mourn his mom without ever asking too many questions and he'd gained a big sister. He really had put it all behind him a long time ago. Just like he'd thought he'd put Chad behind him.


  Guess that doesn't mean the past doesn't come up and bite ya every now and again.


  He walked back out to the bar area of The Vintage Theater to see Nick tipping back a shot. "Shit, man. Callie's going to kill me. I promised her I wouldn't let you get drunk."


  "Not drunk. Besides, what else was I supposed to do while you occupied yourself with a fuck-de jour? Oh, and, what the hell are you doing with a fuck-de jour anyway? I thought you said you never mixed business with pleasure."


  "I don't, and it wasn't what you're thinking. That was an old friend from Duluth."


  "Really, I thought that group left earlier."


  "They did, but he wasn't with them." He sat down next to Nick and ordered a root beer. Not normally his first choice but he was still working on getting that foul taste out of his mouth. Of course, Nick grabbed a drink as well. "Seriously, though, don't get trashed. Your wife will kill me. It was the only thing she made me promise before she'd agree to stay home and rest."


  "She's too pregnant to travel and she knows it."


  "Exactly, man, but she wouldn't have listened to that unless I did some sweet talkin'. I'm guessing you did some as well."


  "Screw that! I just did my husbandly thing and put my foot down." Zeb gave him a sideways glare of disbelief. "Ok, I begged." Nick admitted and Zeb chuckled.


  That was the weird thing. How something so good could come out of a move motivated out of his break with Chad. Callie met Nick, a music teacher, five months after they settled in on the West Coast and fell hopelessly in love. It was so great to see his best friend so blissfully happy, married to a man that treated her like a princess, and now pregnant to boot.


  Actually, in a sick and twisted way he could say two good things came out of it; the second directly related to his broken heart. He'd spent months after moving pouring his heart out onto the sheet music, trying to purge himself of his feelings for Chad. Terry, the bigwig that heard him perform Cry at the fundraiser, claimed it was a new sound; something between blues and popular rock that music lovers would eat up. So far he hadn't been wrong, but instead of the music helping Zeb to purge Chad out of his system, every time he performed one of those songs he only felt the ache in his chest that was now so familiar to him.


  Speaking without giving himself a chance to change his mind, he said to Nick, "Okay, I got a question for you. One of those hypothetical theoretic types you like so much. You know, like, if a tree falls in the woods type?"


  "Okay, shoot."


  "Say there's this couple. They want to be together and, you know, they don't break up or anything, but they don't talk or see each other for a long time, years – are they still a couple?" He wasn't sure where the thought had come from, but once it invaded his mind it was stuck there.


  "Well, that depends on why they haven't seen each other in so long."


  "Let's say one moved."


  "Okay, but why wouldn't they still talk?"


  Zeb gave a huff. "Let's say one tried to call but the other never picked up the phone."


  "Is that the same one that moved?"


  Another huff. "Yeah."


  "Then I'd say the one that moved and didn't return the other's calls did the breaking up. You don't have to say the words 'it's over' to get the message across. You ignore someone long enough it sends a pretty clear message of 'I don't want you' without having to have the guts to say it to someone's face. So your answer is no. The couple wouldn't still be considered together."


  Hearing Nick echo Chad's words practically verbatim raised his defenses. "But what if the only reason he moved in the first place was because he thought the other man didn't want him. And what if the only reason he didn't pick up the phone was to save face because he thought the other man was only being easy on him."


  "Well, first off, I'd have to say that you should never assume anything. At least, not if it's important. If the guy meant anything to him and if like you said, that neither one wanted to break up? Then I'd have to say that you have a lot of 'what if's' in this scenario for it to be hypothetical."


  Zeb kept his gaze locked on the bottles and glasses behind the bar and shrugged, trying to pretend it was still just a casual conversation.


  "I take it we're talking about Chad." Nick raised a brow and smirked. "I'm not stupid you know. Callie married me for something besides my body."


  "But how do you know who Chad is?"


  Nick rolled his eyes. "Do you think I live in a cave? You were moody as hell when I met you, pissed one second and faking extreme happiness the next. I thought you were an extreme case of bipolar or something. Then Callie told me you were going through a hard break up and that you weren't normally an ass. That one I think is debatable. Not to mention, I have been around you for over two years now. I pick up on things."


  "Suppose." Zeb took another drink and sat forward again. "That was him." He glanced quickly back at Nick. "That I was talking to in the back."


  "Yeah? I kinda figured that one out. And…"


  "And…" Zeb sighed and lifted a palm to press to his forehead. "He said he never wanted to break up, that I broke his heart when I left…"


  Zeb went on and gave Nick a brief overview – that wasn't the same as spilling your guts. Right? -- of what had been said in the back room, and for once it felt good to have someone else as a sounding board. He'd talked to Callie a few times during the first month when it was the hardest, but even to her he'd try to pretend everything was fine just so she wouldn't force him to talk about it. For some reason it was easier with Nick. He was comfortable around the older man, but it was also probably because Nick hadn't been around back then and didn't know Chad.


  "Why do I get the feeling there's still something more?" Nick asked, not so drunk that he wasn't still as observant as ever. Zeb, of course, didn't tell his friend anything about taking the shot or how it made him remember his father. But there was one thing he'd left out that he could offer Nick, he just wasn't sure…


  "There was something. He -- well he didn't actually say it but he implied it."


  "What did he imply?"


  "That he loved me." The words rushed out in a breath, not so comfy with the L word. When Chad had said it Zeb had just pretended he didn't hear that part. Easier that way. "I know. Crazy, right?" Then he looked over at Nick who was looking back seriously. Not laughing at him or looking at him like he was nuts.


  "Not so much. How did he imply it?"


  Zeb took a slow breath and admitted quietly, "He said he thought we'd been in love."


  "Also implying that he thought you loved him. Did you?"


  Oh, wow. Shit. Zeb hadn't even thought of that – that Chad also meant he thought he'd been loved. Zeb had already been overwhelmed by their conversation, so pretending not to hear Chad's words wasn't that difficult. But now? He looked back at the bottles behind the bar, narrowing his eyes to better study them – distract himself – and hoped this huge weight in his stomach would go away. "The thing is, he never said that before and I don't know if I should believe him or not."


  "Is he a trustworthy guy?"


  "Of course he is. I mean, there were a couple of things he lied to me about back then, but…" Zeb shrugged and looked back down at the bar.


  Nick gave him a friendly shoulder bump. "I don't know what to tell ya. I think you just have to let it sit with ya for more than five minutes. Sleep on it for a night or something. Maybe you'll know more tomorra." Nick seemed more relaxed than normal, the effect of the alcohol, but wasn't quite slurring and seemed alert enough. Maybe just one more and then they'd call it a night.


  Zeb mentally smacked himself in the forehead. Here he was, letting his buddy get drunk and talking about depressing shit when they were supposed to be celebrating. Sometimes he was a crummy friend. So he called the bartender over and asked if it was possible to get a shot for his friend.


  The bartender made a wise ass joke asking him if he wanted a shot glass for his root beer too. He decided to ignore it and held up his glass towards Nick for a toast. "To baby girls!"


  "To baby girls!" Nick cheered with a huge dopey grin on his face. Callie had her ultrasound done that day and Nick had been upset to miss it. But when she'd found a way to fax the pictures to their hotel with a huge title of "It's a Girl!!!" across the top, Zeb knew they needed to celebrate to cheer his friend up.


  He let Nick go on about how excited he was to be having a little girl, insisting that she would be the most spoiled little daddy's girl ever. His princess, he was already calling her. Zeb smiled and laughed and shared in the joy until it was most definitely obvious that he'd broken his promise to Callie, and her husband was good and sauced. Of course, Nick rarely drank, and with his five and a half feet and only one hundred and fifty pound frame, it didn't take him much. So Zeb didn't think it was entirely his fault.


  One of the guys offered to go grab the car and Zeb helped Nick keep stable on the walk out the back door and into the back seat. It only took two minutes of the engine noise before Nick passed out. The rest of the guys were quiet on the trek back to the hotel, too tired to want any conversation, which left Zeb with time to think. He wasn't sure if that was a good thing or not.


  The plain and simple truth was that he didn't know if he could trust Chad. What if, now that he was on the verge of being famous, Zeb was suddenly more acceptable as a boyfriend and what Chad said was just blowing smoke? He heard Callie's words again – just take a risk. But, how could he possibly risk his heart again if he didn't know for sure? Okay, yeah, even a sober man could have drunk logic – that's what a risk is, you idiot, not knowing for sure.


  Zeb was pretty sure he wasn't going to get any more sleep tonight than he had last night.


  ****


  Chad discovered some very interesting things that night in his hotel room: that a man's snore could actually be loud enough to be heard from across a hallway, that there were three areas on the ceiling that needed to be repainted, that even with closed curtains and eyelids a flashing neon sign outside the window could, in fact, still be annoying, and that he was lying on the least comfortable mattress in history. Also – counting sheep didn't work worth shit.


  When he'd given up on the mattress he learned one more tidbit – that even though this was supposed to be a non-smoking room, the chair by the window reeked of smoke. Okay, so maybe those things weren't so much interesting as aggravating.


  He wanted to sleep. Badly. Sleep would mean his mind could finally shut off and give everything a fricken rest.


  He'd barely paid attention to the road on the way back from the theater, too focused on every little detail of the night. Confusion to anger, excitement to disappointment, the whole thing left him drained… and unable to sleep a wink.


  Layered over it all was the pain of knowing Zeb was with someone else. How fucking unfair was that? After this, Zeb would return to his happy life with some other man in California, while Chad was going back to an empty hotel room and then home to an empty apartment.


  Yes, feeling sorry for himself did seem to be on the agenda tonight as well. Of course, that was pretty close to where he started the night, so maybe not so much had changed.


  It had taken him a long time to accept that Zeb wasn't coming back… too long and too many excuses. Never once in those first weeks had it occurred to him to feel pathetic or to think he was doing anything other than supporting his boyfriend. Not until he heard that monotone computerized voice tell him the phone was disconnected. That's when he was forced to see what was already obvious to his friends – that what he thought was a temporary geographical separation was actually the biggest blow off in history.


  Now, sitting there in a smelly chair at four a.m. and staring out at a city gone to sleep, all he had left was anger. Zeb had left – dumped him whether it was on purpose or not – for nothing? No reason? Because he was tired and misunderstood one thing Chad had said? All those memories of the first few months and everything he'd gone through to get over his lover, to try and forget him, and it all came back to one thing: it was over nothing.


  As far as he was concerned some stupid misunderstanding wasn't an excuse. Not after having two years in together, being in a serious relationship and sharing their lives. How could it be that after all that, that Zeb could just throw it away without a fight? That at the first sign of discord, he'd just walk away?


  Chad rubbed his itchy, burning eyes, grumbling under his breath. Sleep was out of the question, at least tonight. A nice strong drink and a shower would help more.


  ****


  The pressure in the shower was amazing. Chad stood directly under the spray so the hot water cascaded over his head and down his body, soothing. Almost a week's worth of tension in his muscles released and he sighed. Steam filled the small bathroom and his eyes began to droop. He stayed like that for long minutes, hoping the hot water would just hold out a little longer.


  A noise startled him out of his daze and he slipped. Shit. Thrusting his arms out he made a quick save and swore again. The noise repeated somewhere nearby. Someone's phone was ringing but even with the water in his ears it sounded like it was coming from inside his room. It wasn't the ring tone from his cell so he was going to ignore it, when it rang again he realized it was the room's phone.


  "Dammit." He scrambled out of the shower, snatching a towel on the way, and almost fell on his ass again on the bathroom floor. Wet and dripping he rushed into the next room just in time to hear the phone by the bed ring yet again. "Who the fuck?"


  "Hello." His voice came out scratchy so he cleared it, but all he heard was a dial tone. "Fuck." Even after rushing and almost breaking his neck in the process he'd missed the call. Did it really matter though? It had to have been a wrong number, he couldn't think of a single person that would be calling him here. Why would they, nobody even knew where he was. Maybe the front desk? But, why? Especially at – he checked the bedside clock as he used the towel to dry off – five a.m.


  Hearing the water still running in the bathroom, he wrapped the towel around his waist and he went back to the bathroom. He stopped at the door, seeing the floor covered in water, and rolled his eyes. A couple towels tossed on the floor to absorb it would have to do for now. He was too tired for more. The shower had done a sufficient job of relaxing him and funny enough the rush to the phone hadn't changed that.


  Chad set the alarm on his cell phone to wake him at eleven and got into bed, not caring anymore that the mattress was lumpy. Or that there was now early morning light coming through the window. The second he closed his eyes he was out.


  ****


  Chad was sitting on the rocks, looking out at the large lake in front of him and feeling peaceful. The sound of the waves, the deep November sunset reflecting onto the water, and warm arms wrapped tightly around him were like gifts from the gods, sweet and heavenly. He leaned back against his lover and felt Zeb's chest rise and fall slowly.


  Neither one needed to speak. This particular strip of shore, so quiet and serene, had become their special place – their romantic getaway. It had been Zeb's idea the first time they'd come. Chad couldn't remember now why, but maybe there'd never been a reason. They were there to relax and enjoy each other. He'd teased Zeb a little, after their first time here, about having such a romantic idea when he'd been the one to accuse Chad of being a romantic when they first met. Only a little though – he'd wanted to make sure they kept coming back after all.


  He felt Zeb's breath on his cheek and then his cold nose nuzzling behind his ear. "Hmmmm" Zeb hummed. "You see that, baby?" Zeb asked in a hushed tone. Chad knew exactly what he was talking about. The sun gave off that last little glimmer over the horizon, one last ray before it disappeared for the night.


  "Sssssssss" Zeb's little 'sizzle' noise made him laugh. He'd always do that, like the hot sun was sinking into the water creating steam, and Chad thought it was cute. Would probably always think it was cute even if he heard it a hundred times. "Come on baby, that's our cue."


  Chad felt Zeb pull away from his back where he'd been keeping him nice and warm. "Augh." He complained and whined. He heard Zeb laugh behind him.


  "Oh, it's not that bad you big baby." Chad turned around and saw Zeb's brilliant smile and his hand extended down to help Chad up. He hesitated and just stared a moment, his head cocked. Something was different. Something seemed seriously off, but he couldn't put his finger on it. "Just think of the fun we'll have when we get back to the cabin. I promise I'll warm you up proper then."


  Smiling, Chad shook off the feeling, reached up to grab Zeb's hand and haul himself up off the large rock. He was halfway to standing when Zeb let go. He landed back on his butt harder than he thought possible with a loud grunt.


  "What…" He looked up at Zeb and saw the other man shrug, still smiling. No 'oops', no 'I'm sorry'. That just wasn't like Zeb. He'd never do that on purpose. He'd never hurt me.


  A loud ringing brought Chad out of his dream. He blinked a few times and tried to focus on the room around him. That's right – hotel. Phone? Had that been a phone ringing?


  He looked around blankly, trying to remember where he put his cell, when the phone rang and he saw it was the hotel phone again. "Dammit." He glanced at the clock – seven fifteen. "Aaah, come on. Seriously?" He grumbled and grabbed the receiver, his dream already forgotten.


  "Hello." Chad half expected to hear the dial tone again. What he didn't expect to hear was a voice that just last night he'd thought he'd never hear again – unless it was on the radio.


  "What do you say to lunch?"


  "Be afraid. Be very afraid." With the gravel still in his throat it sounded more threatening than he'd meant it.


  "Excuse me?" Zeb's voice rose comically.


  "That's what I would say to my lunch." He sat up in the bed, trying to make himself comfortable against the headboard, and rubbed his eyes. Half asleep and disoriented, he was a long stone's throw away from coherent thought. "If I were going to talk to it that is. After all, if I'm going to be eating it, it should be afraid don't ya think?" He heard Zeb's laughter burst out of him and Chad couldn't help but close his eyes and smile. God, he'd missed that sound.


  "You're a nut, you know that? And you haven't changed."


  "I…" Chad started but stopped. Opening his eyes he looked around the room, blinked a few times and sighed. He had changed. A lot. And now Zeb's words reminded him of not only why, but that he shouldn't be this happy to hear the other man's voice. He was pissed, not giddy – pissed. "How'd you know where to find me?"


  "Last night you told me where you were staying."


  "Oh, yeah."


  "Is it okay that I called? Shit, I probably woke you up. I thought it would be late enough. You were always an early riser."


  "Yeah, just… I don't know if lunch is a good idea." In the mood he was in he wasn't sure if he'd end up crying or screaming at Zeb.


  "Oh. What's wrong?"


  "What's wrong?" Chad hoped his ex could hear the sneer in his words. "Zeb, do you have any idea how mad I am?"


  "I figured, maybe, but you didn't seem so mad when you answered."


  "Yeah, well I was half asleep. Hearing your voice first thing in the morning must have sent me back in time to before you walked out on me, back when I was still a happy, carefree person." Chad snapped.


  Silence.


  "Sorry. Pissed… remember?" Chad took a long breath and pinched the bridge of his nose. "I didn't really mean that. I just don't think lunch is such a great idea today. I'd probably bite your head off. I've only slept a couple hours and…" Damn it, why was he making excuses?


  "I didn't sleep either." Chad heard him say quietly. "And I understand why you're mad."


  "Do you? Do you get it? Cuz I gotta tell ya…"


  "I get it. That's why I'm calling. I'm sorry it's so early. Actually, I almost called even earlier, until I saw the clock and realized it was five in the fucking morning and hung up."


  "That was you?"


  "Shit. Did it wake you? I hung up as soon as I saw the clock. I just knew I wouldn't be able to sleep until I talked to you."


  "Nah, it's fine." Chad yawned and wished he had some coffee. He also wished he knew why Zeb was calling. Something was niggling in the back of his brain, something about the shore. But as soon as he thought he'd grasped it, it was gone, like déjà vu. "I'm a little too out of it to think right now. Did you say something about talking?"


  "Yeah, I mean, we don't have to right this second. But if we can meet for lunch?"


  "I thought we said everything last night. I didn't want you to leave, you didn't want to leave, but somehow we got our wires crossed? Right? You didn't make it sound like you wanted to do any more talking about it."


  "Last night…" Chad heard a loud breath before Zeb went on. "…last night I couldn't think. You surprised the hell out of me, you know, by showing up out of the blue like that, and being so angry when I thought I was the one who should be pissed off. It was… God! I didn't know what to think, what to believe. You know?"


  "I think so, yeah. But it doesn't change the fact..."


  "Yeah, I know. But I kinda figured maybe you'd want more of an explanation than what I was able to give you last night."


  That stopped Chad short. "An explanation? There's more?"


  "Can we talk about it over lunch? Please?" Zeb's voice sounded so sweet, so pleading. Chad closed his eyes and let his head fall back against the headboard with a little thunk. He honestly didn't know what to do. Did he really want to drag this out longer with Zeb, knowing it couldn't go anywhere? What could Zeb even tell him that would make it any better?


  When he didn't answer right away Zeb jumped in again. "I know I deserve to get yelled at, okay? All I've done since you left last night was sit up and think, and think, and think. It was driving me insane. And finally I figured out the problem."


  "What do you mean? What problem?"


  "Like I couldn't reconcile the Chad I'd been mad at, the one I blamed, to the one in front of me. Well, what I should have been doing was reconciling the Chad I knew before, with you last night. About a half hour ago it hit me that the Chad from the last three years, the one I thought dumped me, doesn't exist except in my head. The angrier I got at that Chad, the easier it was to not be hurt from my Chad. Does that make any sense?"


  Right now, Chad was pretty sure his mind wasn't firing on all cylinders, because he got Zeb's logic perfectly. "What does that have to do with an explanation?"


  "Nothing. Except I think that's why I didn't give you one last night."


  "Oh." Chad rubbed his eyes with his free hand and shivered. He pulled the comforter back up around his chest from where it had fallen into his lap. The room seemed so much colder than it had a few short hours ago. "Shit, I need some sleep and then some coffee."


  "Great! Get some more Z's and I'll order some coffee with room service. You can just come here."


  "Oh, um." Chad tried to hide his surprise. He wasn't really sure why he would be surprised though, Zeb had always been the take charge type. But – room service? Alone – in a hotel room? "Probably not the best plan. In your hotel room I mean."


  "Well, maybe not, but I figure if we're going to be talking it might be better to have some privacy. The steakhouse downstairs will be packed at lunchtime. Plus, that way if you want to yell at me we won't have a roomful for an audience."


  "Do you plan on telling me something I'll feel the need to yell about?"


  "I don't know. Honestly. I hope not, but if it's what you need…"


  Chad felt like laughing even though it wasn't all that funny. Zeb had him worried now. What could be that bad?


  "Hold on." Chad reached over to the bedside drawer and grabbed a pen and paper. "What's your number?"


  "What?"


  "Your number. As in the cell phone you're calling from."


  "What about lunch? Is that a yes or no?"


  Chad let out an exasperated sigh. It was too early for this shit. "I don't know. I'm not awake enough to remember my own birthday. Or have a conversation, as you can probably tell. I'll call you back."


  "Yeah, fine. I'm, uh… I'm sorry about calling so early." Zeb rattled off his number and Chad wrote it down. "Wait, don't I get yours?"


  "It'll be on your caller I.D. when I call you. Now let me get some stinkin' sleep."


  They hung up and Chad set the coffee up to brew before getting back in bed. He was exhausted and surprisingly, the talk with Zeb hadn't changed that. He just couldn't think. Or talk, apparently.


  ****


  He felt marginally better when he woke and smelled the coffee already done. The first long sip helped until he saw his reflection in the mirror and the dark circles under his eyes. Damn, he looked like death.


  It only took him another twenty minutes to be dressed, have one cup of coffee down and another sat beside him, and his bag packed near the door. He grabbed his phone and dialed before he could give himself enough time to think about it. When he heard the ringing on the other end he felt his nerves break out. Zing, pop and snap, and he was back to that nervous teen he felt like the first night he met Zeb. Ridiculous.


  When they'd talked on the phone earlier he hadn't been nervous at all. Just crabby. Of course, he hadn't exactly been thinking clearly either. Before he could keep torturing himself, Zeb picked up.


  "So this is you." Zeb said, trying to be funny he supposed.


  "This is me." There was a long pause, some ruffling in the background like maybe Zeb was getting comfortable on the bed like Chad was, or maybe just waking up. Why did he like the idea of that so much? "Listen, if you want to talk I'm thinking it would be better if we did it over the phone. No lunch. Just… I think it's easier this way." And Chad wasn't exaggerating. Hearing Zeb's voice on the phone was hard enough; he'd learned last night that having him in the same room with all those old emotions swirling around was pure torture.


  "And I suppose you just expect me to dive right in." Zeb's voice was quiet and obviously sleepy, so, yeah – just woke up.


  "No, I can start. Actually, I think I already know part of what you're going to say. The one thing that's really been bothering me, though, is how all it took was for me to suggest California for to you bolt. Because from where I'm sitting, the only thing that seems to make sense is that you left so easily because it's what you wanted to do all along."


  "No! No, that wasn't it!"


  "Then enlighten me." Chad didn't mean to snap, really.


  "First, there was nothing easy about leaving." Zeb's voice was a hard growl, leaving no room for argument. "And the reason I thought you wanted me gone is because I was expecting it."


  "What? That doesn't make…" What the hell?


  "I heard you and your brother. That time you guys were out on the balcony arguing. I wasn't actually late getting home. I always hated..."


  "Being late," Chad finished for him, baffled at what an argument months earlier had to do with Zeb's leaving. "I know. But you got home at the end."


  "No. You just didn't hear me the first time. I made a bunch of racket when you guys were finished so you'd think I just walked in the door. And trust me, I heard enough. When I walked in your brother was ranting about what a deadbeat I am and how there couldn't possibly be anything serious between us. I kept waiting for you to argue… but you didn't."


  "Zeb, I'd already argued that point to death with him! It was obvious that I could've claimed you were Mother Theresa herself and he wouldn't have listened, so I decided to save my breath."


  "Maybe, but…"


  "There's no fucking maybe about it! My brother's an ass! I'd told you that a hundred times before."


  "Well, maybe I would have known for myself if you'd ever let me meet your family. Hell, I didn't even really meet him then. You barely introduced us before you pushed him out the door. Like you were embarrassed of me, or that you didn't even want to give him a chance to see I wasn't some worthless piece of shit like he thought I was."


  "Oh, for Christ's sake! I wanted him out the door because I didn't want to risk him saying something nasty and upsetting you. We'd already been out there arguing for over a half an hour. My fingers were freezing and when I saw you standing there in the kitchen all I could think about was having you hold me and make it all go away." Chad took a long breath and leaned his head back into the headboard. Zeb was still silent. "Zeb, I didn't want him in our home, period," he added quietly.


  "Then why…" Zeb started, his voice cracked and Chad heard him clear his throat. "Then why, when he asked you to give him a reason, why didn't you? He kept asking, saying he wanted just one reason why you were with me. And you never answered."


  Chad couldn't help it then, he laughed. "Because I didn't have just one, you idiot. I had millions. That and I'd stopped listening to him when I realized…" He stopped abruptly. "Oh, God." It came out almost as a sigh and he closed his eyes tight. "That's why you acted distant."


  "What are you talking about?"


  "All that time, I thought you were pushing me away because I told you I loved you." Too late, he realized what he'd said and that this new little revelation meant that Zeb probably hadn't heard it the first time around. He waited.


  "You… what? You… you never said that. Not once." Chad could barely hear Zeb's voice over the phone.


  "Actually, yeah I did. I… I thought you were sleeping. It was like practice," He let out a small chuckle at how ridiculous that sounded now. "I guess, to work up to telling you face to face. But then the very next day it felt like you were pushing me away, so I never said it again."


  "Trust me, I was sleeping, because I never heard you say it." There was a long pause before he continued quietly. "Did you really think that if I'd heard those words I would have reacted like that?"


  "Well, I knew how you were about anything that resembled emotions. It was like that stuff was off limits. I never minded, really. But hell, you'd tense if I so much as asked you about your childhood. You just didn't like to talk. I got it, but that doesn't mean it wasn't hard as hell to hold myself back."


  "Oh, God," Zeb breathed. "I don't talk about my past because that's exactly what it is… my past. It doesn't matter anymore. I know I'm not the best with talking about things, any things, but that's only because I'm not used to it. Before you the only person I'd been close to was Callie. That woman never gave me much of a choice." Chad heard Zeb snort softly but then he sobered."But Chad, even if I didn't say it, I thought… well, I guess I thought I showed you how I felt."


  Chad felt his eyes sting and knew he couldn't speak or he'd risk Zeb hearing how choked up he was. Damn! All this, and it was three years late. Too late.


  He grabbed the coffee back off the night stand hoping a drink would help to clear the lump in his throat. The coffee had gone cold and tasted like shit so he got up to top it off with hot. He took in a long gulp and walked over to the window to look out at the almost empty parking lot. The sun he thought he'd seen peeking out when he'd first woken up was gone and the sky was dreary and gray.


  Either Zeb understood or was just waiting for Chad to respond because all that came through from the other end was Zeb's light breathing. Chad took another drink and rested his head against the cool window pane.


  "You know, they say the number one rule for a successful relationship is good communication." Chad spoke quietly, almost to himself. "I guess we didn't really have that, did we?"


  "No. I guess not." Zeb voice was a reflection of the way Chad's heart felt; sad and resigned.


  "Is that everything then? Your explanation?"


  "No."


  "Might as well tell me. There's nothing left to lose." He heard Zeb's sigh and some shuffling.


  "Okay." He didn't sound thrilled. "But, just let me say it all, alright?" Chad grunted an agreement. "It was your family."


  "You already told me you heard my brother..."


  "You said you'd let me talk," Zeb interrupted. Chad stayed quiet. "That wasn't the only time I saw him. I ran into him in town twice, and he came to a couple shows and stuck around for a few minutes after to say hi. He tried to play it off like he was being the good guy, like he was on my side to give me advice. But even if I hadn't overheard you guys that day I would have been able to tell it was for show. I'm usually pretty good at reading assholes." Zeb paused and it sounded like he was taking a drink of something. Chad settled in to the stinky chair and waited, afraid of what he'd hear his brother had done.


  "Some of what he said was so obviously bullshit, but other things, I could tell, were sincere. Like how he thought I wasn't good enough for you. He didn't straight out say that – you know, acting the good guy and all – but he suggested I at least get a real job if I wanted to keep you. That if I cared and wanted us to be anything more than one of your whims I needed to straighten up before you got tired of playing around with me."


  "What the fuck?" Chad put in, forgetting he was supposed to stay quiet. He wasn't so much surprised that his brother had been a jerk, but… "That's why you got the job at Glassworks?"


  "Yeah. The first time he came around I didn't listen to a word he said, but after a while I thought, you know, asshole or not he might be right. And then there was your mom."


  "What about her?" Chad felt something close to dread swim through his veins.


  "I think it was around February sometime – I remember it was close to Valentines because she said she was in town for some fundraiser ball with a Valentines theme. She came by the apartment while you were at work to meet me. I know you said your family was a bit uppity, and I could see some of that, but she was real nice. Hell, she brought cookies. We sat at the table and had coffee and cookies, like some formal tea party or something. It was – weird."


  "I'm sorry," Chad mumbled. "Why didn't you tell me?"


  "Because of what she said. That it was ridiculous that there we were, living together, and you hadn't even brought me to meet them yet. How she wanted to get to know the man her son was hiding, and how sad she'd been that we hadn't gone to their place for Christmas."


  "Shit." Chad swore under his breath and closed his eyes.


  "Yeah, you lied to me about that. So, it got me thinking. Why were you hiding me?"


  "You weren't the one I was hiding." Chad took in a deep breath. "I was hiding them. I was afraid that if they got anywhere near you they'd scare you away. And I guess they did." Chad went to take another drink of his coffee but finding the mug empty he set it back on the table with a bit more force and frustration than was necessary. "Fuck. My mom may have seemed nice, but she's cold as ice. That's what she does, she'll kill with kindness in a way that you don't see the blade coming. Trust me, if when she left our place she had you questioning me – that was her intent when she walked in the door."


  Chad got up to get a refill on coffee, the last in the small pot. "I wish you would have told me. But that's partly my fault. Back then, I held my tongue from saying too much that was negative about them. I guess… well, I guess I didn't want you to think badly of them. I was still trying to give them chances to be human and give a shit about me, but maybe I should have told you more of what they were like. Warned you."


  "They're your family. I didn't want to come between that." Zeb's voice was soft and sincere, and Chad felt something break. His eyes stung.


  "If it was a choice between my idiot family or you? You would have won, hands down. Don't you get it, Zeb? You were my family! They may be biological, but that's all they are to me. You… you were so much more." Chad waited a second, hoping that would sink into Zeb's thick scull. After a full minute it was obvious Zeb wasn't going to say anything.


  "So. Where does that leave us now, Zeb?"


  "For one, I guess we don't have to hate each other anymore." He sounded like he was trying to be upbeat, pointing out the silver lining, but Chad could hear the emotion in his voice.


  "I never hated you."


  "Neither did I. I wanted to, but I couldn't. At least we have each other's numbers. We could talk once in awhile."


  "We could do that, I suppose. Keep in touch. How would your boyfriend feel about it though? Will he be alright with you calling an ex?" Chad waited for the answer but Zeb was quiet for a long moment. "Zeb, if it will cause problems for you then…"


  "No, nothing like that. It'll be fine." Zeb assured him, but it gave Chad an unsettling feeling.


  "Alright. You know, you haven't said much about him. He treats you well, doesn't he? He's a nice guy?"


  "Yeah, he's nice. It just feels weird – talking about that with you."


  "Oh. Well…"


  "I should probably get off the phone. It's time for checkout soon and I have to be on a bus to Iowa in an hour." Zeb words were rushed and Chad felt like he was getting a blow off again.


  They said their goodbyes and Chad noticed neither one made any promises of calling anytime soon. Oh well. Maybe it was for the better. He wasn't sure if he could listen to Zeb talk about his daily life in California, the life Chad had thought would feature the two of them instead of Zeb and some nameless man who Chad knew he'd hate on sight.


  ****


  The rumble of the bus's engine was melodic and calming. Exactly what Zeb needed after the last twenty-four hours. That and to be by himself. He could barely stand his own company, he wasn't sure anyone else would like him any better at the moment. The rest of the band had caught on to his mood pretty quickly when all their questions were responded to with grunts or one word answers, so they left him alone in the back of the bus, sending quick curious glances his way once in awhile.


  He leaned his head against the window and just stared out at the gloomy overcast day. When he saw the 'Welcome to Iowa' sign he realized that this was the second time in his life he'd left Minnesota, and both times he felt like he'd left his heart behind.


  ****


  Three days later Zeb was back on the bus, his home away from home for the duration of this short tour, and in a piss poor mood. Considering the mood he'd already been in that was saying something. Everyone, from members of the band to the crew and roadies, had kept a wide berth from him since leaving Minnesota, not knowing what was going on with their singer but not wanting their heads ripped off for no reason.


  Last night's performance wasn't exactly stellar and that had only just started his downward spiral. Todd kept telling him it was all in his head and that he was too critical, too much of a perfectionist to see that it was a great performance. Zeb didn't agree.


  Then, this morning had been the morning from hell. Everything that could go wrong had and Zeb swore that if one more thing, just one more damned thing, tripped him up or got in his way, he was going to scream.


  "So," Nick started as he plopped himself down on the seat next to Zeb on the bus. "What's been bugging you? You haven't been the same the last few days and you won't talk about it."


  "Maybe that means I don't want to talk about it." Zeb gave him a look that was a pretty clear, 'get a clue'.


  "Oh, come on. I'm pretty sure I already know. You may as well spill."


  "Why do people think they need to talk about things to make them better?" Zeb snapped.


  Nick kept his voice neutral and so damn casual Zeb wanted to smack him. "Because it's true. You keep everything up here." Nick tapped his temple. "And it will slowly drive you insane. You gotta let things out, man. Otherwise they have nowhere to go and they eat you alive."


  "If my old man could hear you say that he'd think you were some hippie, free-love pansy trying to fill my head with feelings and shit."


  "Yeah, well your old man isn't here. Besides, this isn't about free-love or pansy shit. It's about having friends and letting them in. If your dad didn't get that, then maybe he didn't have any friends."


  Zeb snorted. "You know, I don't think he did. He had people he hung out with but I don't remember him having one damn friend. The funny thing is, I never thought that was strange back then."


  "What was your dad like?"


  "I really don't want to talk about him right now." Nick gave him a sideways knowing look. "No, I don't mean it like that. Just that he's not the one on my mind and I'd rather keep it that way."


  "So, who is? Chad? You never said anything else after that night."


  "I just don't know what to do. Or if I should do anything at all." Zeb admitted without really admitting anything. Nick waited patiently, a brow raised.


  Zeb thought about it and maybe, just maybe, Nick had a point. Because it really did feel like it was eating him alive. And talking to Nick Saturday night hadn't been so bad. So, in the back of the bus heading down the freeway towards Chicago, Zeb let it all spill. Not necessarily on purpose, but once he started he couldn't seem to stop. He didn't look at Nick for a reaction, just kept his focus on the back of the empty seat in front of him. It seemed to be easier that way. Almost like he was talking to himself.


  It was almost an hour with the only sounds around them the droning engine and Zeb's quiet voice. Nick would ask a question every now and again, but mainly just let Zeb talk.


  "….So I spent the last few months breaking my ass trying to make myself more respectable, getting a day job, telling myself I didn't really need music to breathe as long as I had him. And you know what he tells me the other day?" Nick shook his head. "That those may have been his brother's opinions, but that if he had to choose between his family and me, he'd choose me. That as far as he was concerned, I was his family."


  "From what you said, it sounds like when he lied to you about his family's trip he'd already made his choice."


  "Exactly! That's what I thought back then too. And now, I don't know. I think it's the one thing about all this that's still bugging me. That it makes it a little hard to believe him when I know he lied about it. I mean, he claimed he was protecting me, but he obviously had to care about what they thought too. And even if he wasn't intending to hide me he still…"


  Nick interrupted him with a hand actually covering his mouth, shocking Zeb. "That's not what I meant. He'd already made the choice of you over them." When Zeb just scrunched his eyebrows together in confusion Nick rolled his eyes. "How did you guys spend Christmas that year?" Nick asked like it was just a simple curiosity. Zeb was still confused.


  "Hmmm, he planned this romantic thing at home for Christmas Eve." He smiled to himself at the memory. Even pissed he'd had to admit it was sweet. "We stayed up making and decorating cookies. I'd never done that before. Then he insisted we stay up and open our presents to each other exactly at midnight," Zeb looked over at Nick with a little smirk. "Cuz, you know you can't open gifts till it's technically morning. Or at least that's what Chad insisted. I was still upset, and reluctant I guess, and I never gave him his big present." Zeb's smile fell at that. "He still doesn't know that. Then we went to volunteer at the shelter Christmas morning and brought all the cookies with." Zeb had to think a minute, knowing there was something he was forgetting. "Oh. And then that night there was a big Christmas feast a bunch of friends were having."


  Nick looked thoughtful for a moment and then shrugged. "Yeah man. He definitely chose you. Think about it. His family's a bunch of snobs that he says he was worried would ruin Christmas for you because (a) they wouldn't accept you (b) they'd try to make you feel unwelcome and inferior and (c) they probably wouldn't give you any respect as his partner."


  "Damn, you are sooo a teacher." Zeb interrupted.


  "So… instead he spends his entire holiday with you and ignores them. I bet they still had a big family to-do, he just didn't want to be there if it meant it could hurt you. Sure, he lied about them not being in town, but it's not like he snuck off to still spend part of the holiday with them without you, right?" Zeb shook his head, feeling like a complete idiot. "So, yeah. You spend the special days with your family. He spent it with you… his family."


  "Shit." Zeb mumbled under his breath. "Do you think you could make me feel like any more of an ass?"


  "Nope. You do a good enough job of it on your own." Zeb shoved his arm and Nick nearly fell into the aisle. "Kinda ironic don't ya think? That the one thing you thought meant he didn't care is probably one thing he did that showed you the most how much he loved you. Not to mention the whole letting the bird out of the cage thing."


  "Shit, you are seriously strange. What does any of this have to do with birds in a cage?"


  "You know… If you love it, set it free. If it loves you it will come back. If it doesn't come back, it was never yours to begin with. Or something like that. He had to seriously love you to risk losing you by telling you to follow your dream. Only you…" Nick trailed off and looked up at Zeb, embarrassed or apologetic, Zeb couldn't tell. "Never mind."


  "No, what?" It wasn't like he was expecting to like what Nick had to say, but he'd already beat himself up so much over the last few days he doubted it could be anything new.


  Nick shrugged. "No. You already pointed out I made you feel like an ass once today. That's enough."


  "Nick, for Christ's sake I'm feeling pissy enough. Just tell me."


  "Just that, you know, the bird analogy thing…" Nick hesitated, looking uncomfortable. "That you never went back, so maybe you didn't…" Nick didn't finish and Zeb didn't need him to.


  Oh fuck.


  Zeb felt it like a vise in his chest and this horrible, disgusting sick churning in his stomach had him ready to hurl. The guilt and the shame overwhelmed him. He turned away from Nick and looked out the window, breathing slowly and blinking away the sting in his eyes. There was a pat on his shoulder and then Nick was gone.


  He'd been avoiding thinking about it for days, avoiding facing the fact that he hadn't just left Chad. Zeb had abandoned him. It didn't seem to matter anymore that it wasn't what he'd meant to do; it still left them in the same place: apart.


  He knew that wasn't where he wanted to be, but didn't see how he could change it. Too much time had gone passed, too many hurt feelings. So instead he'd focused on the little things, spending three days nit-picking everything they'd said to each other. Maybe he was just trying to give himself a reason why he shouldn't call Chad back up, admit he really didn't have a boyfriend and that he'd only said it Saturday night to push Chad away. Yeah, he was sure that would go over well. Especially when Chad had seemed so nice about it on the phone, so concerned.


  Obviously, Chad was over him, right? It had been three years after all. Zeb snorted, realizing how stupid that rationale was when he knew he wasn't over Chad, and it had been the same amount of time for both of them. Then he remembered Chad telling him on the phone that he'd loved him.


  "I never said it back." Oh, damn. It was excusable Saturday night when they'd both been pissed and Zeb so confused. Then on the phone he'd been almost in shock to hear it, their conversation shifted, and… Shit. Twice Chad had admitted his feelings now and what had Zeb said? Nothing. He was such a damn idiot.


  Nick's words, 'you didn't go back, so you must not have…?' God, that had to be what Chad thought too, right? That since Zeb had walked away he must not have ever loved Chad. But that wasn't true.


  God, that so wasn't true. Zeb chewed on his bottom lip and leaned his forehead against the window. He had to fix this. For now he was stuck on a bus heading for Chicago, helpless to do anything about it. Maybe that was good, though. Acting rashly hadn't exactly helped him before.


  ****


  "So, everyone… this means you have two free days before we head to Boston," David Greenberg announced with a loud clap of his hands from the front of the tour bus. They were parked at a cheap ass hotel that Zeb had never heard of and David, the personal assistant to the Executive what-cha-ma-call-it that Zeb couldn't give a shit about, wasn't letting them off until he gave his little announcement. Not that uncommon of an occurrence, considering David was a pompous ass who loved to hear himself speak, but what he said was very unusual.


  "Wait a minute." Zeb raised his voice above the murmurs coming from the other men and women on the bus. "Since our other date was already cancelled, and now Chicago has some gas leak problem, does that mean we have an entire week free to do what we want?"


  "Well, our plan was to stay here and then take the bus to Boston. So,"


  "But really," Zeb didn't want to hear this little pipsqueaks excuses. "if we wanted to head out ahead of time… say, take a flight instead of spending our days on this cramped bus… or maybe head home for a few days before coming back? We could?"


  "Well… that wasn't on the schedule. You…"


  A couple of other voices were getting louder in their murmurs, possibly excited about the idea of a break in schedule. "But it's possible, right? I mean, some of the people here have family they'd like to see."


  "I wasn't aware you had any family," the pipsqueak replied snidely. God, the guy was an arrogant ass.


  Zeb was about to agree to the no family thing – until he remembered Chad's words. "Actually, I do. I have a pregnant sister in California. Maybe you remember her considering she's part of this band…" Zeb let his voice trail off and his condescending tone made itself obvious. "Well both her husband and I are here while she's there on her own. I'm sure she'd love to have us home, even if it's only for four or five days before we fly back."


  David tried to hide his scowl and pinched face, but everyone on the bus saw it. The man was in love with schedules and control, and hated when anything didn't go as planned. He also seemed to love treating them like indentured servants instead of adults, free to do as they pleased. "I suppose, since technically we don't have a date scheduled for eight days, that if some of you needed to take an absence it would make sense. But…" He said the last word like it was the final ultimatum to an unruly teenager. "I would have to remind everyone here that anyone not at the sound check by Wednesday at noon would be going against their contract and…"


  There were a lot of 'yeah, yeah, whatevers' being waved away by anyone that had dealt with the man before and knew his type of analytical mumbo jumbo. Zeb didn't care about that though. He didn't care about going back to California or attempting to take some time off to act the part of the tourist either.


  Nick walked over and sat in the chair across the aisle from him. "So, you planning on taking care of business, bro?"


  Zeb looked down at the floor, not sure how to explain. He'd used Callie as an excuse and hadn't even meant to. He missed her and all, but right now there was something far more pressing than a pregnant sister with cravings for peppermint ice cream and oysters. "I, um… about going to California…"


  "Who said anything about going to California?" Zeb looked up at Nick's confused expression. Then the look changed quickly into a laugh and Zeb realized Nick was yanking his chain. "I asked if you were going to take care of business. Last I checked, the business that needs to be taken care of is in Minnesota."


  Zeb smiled, then bit his lip to keep it from growing into a big ass grin. "Yeah."


  Nick stood and clapped Zeb on the shoulder twice. As he headed towards the front of the bus he called over his shoulder. "No worries. I'll send Callie your love." He winked and left the bus.


  No worries? How could he not worry. It had been all that occupied his mind since the talk he'd had with Nick that morning after leaving Iowa. And the second he found out he was a free man to do what he wanted, he knew there was only one thing he wanted or needed. There was only one thing that could make him happy in this life or any other. And, dammit, he was going to get it back.


  ****


  Chad finished the dishes from his dinner, a very good pasta for one, and grabbed a beer out of the fridge before wandering in to the living room. Okay, watch T.V. or read a book? He honestly couldn't decide, but only because neither sounded all that appealing. Nothing had really sounded appealing lately. Everything was just sort of… off-kilter. Like there was something wrong in the world that he couldn't quite put a name too. Except he could.


  Shaking his head he decided on a movie. Something mindless – with action and swearing and absolutely no romance.


  He'd been avoiding most of his friends all week. He wasn't sure why, it's not like they'd be able to tell something was up with him and force him to talk about it. Except Derek. They'd known each other too long for Derek not to be able to read his moods. Sometimes so well Chad would think they were stamped on his forehead.


  Maybe for that reason he was the friend Chad least wanted to talk to. But Derek, being his best bud, was the one he finally broke down and called Monday night. Chad told him everything and Derek had been royally pissed. Not at Zeb or the situation, only at the fact Chad didn't tell him he was going to the concert in the first place. "I would have gone with you, jackass! What do you think best friends are for?" Derek had growled into the phone.


  Chad knew exactly what his best friend was for, which was why he hadn't invited Derek to the concert in the first place, and why he wouldn't let him come over Monday when Derek insisted all he needed was beer, football and friends to get it off his mind. It's also why Chad was here home tonight instead of out at the bar with Derek and some of their other friends when Derek tried to talk him into going out drinking to 'get it out of his system'.


  He had the movie all set up and was about to press play when the buzzer went off for the lobby door.


  "Shit." Chad knew exactly who it was – Derek. Coming, of course, to save the day. Or at least save Chad from moping. Couldn't Derek see that Chad needed to mope? That some people needed some down time of feeling shitty before they could get back on their feet?


  He reached the buzzer and considered being a jackass to his friend, but changed his mind at the last minute and pressed the button with a mild, "Yes?"


  "Hey, it's Zeb." Chad's heart jumped and hit at his chest so fast he got lightheaded.


  "Oh, hey," He managed weakly. Oh My God. What was he doing here?


  "Can I come up?" Zeb's voice floating out of the speaker interrupted his panic.


  "Yes. Of course." Chad hit the button and stood there for a moment, stunned. His throat was bone dry so he went to the sink to grab a glass of water before Zeb got up there. Even with the elevator being slow he knew he only had a minute to find his composure. Some deep breaths, a nice long gulp of water, and he would have been doing a lot better if it weren't for noticing his hands were shaking.


  He jumped at the knock, even though it was expected. Closing his eyes and taking one more long breath, he opened the door.


  Zeb stood there with an unsure smile on his face, looking gorgeous as always. Chad eyes devoured him and noticed… flowers? A couple dozen, Chad was sure, in every color. What the…


  He cocked his head to the side, his eyes narrowed. "What are you doing here?"


  "Groveling." Zeb pushed the flowers towards him and raised an eyebrow when Chad didn't move forward to take them. "Or, at least, that's the plan. I wasn't sure what you'd like, so I just picked whatever looked pretty. So…" Zeb bit his upper lip and looked down at the flowers, then back up at Chad. There was a strange look in his ex's eyes that Chad couldn't quite pinpoint. "Or, maybe, this isn't how guys are supposed to do it. I mean, flowers are kinda—"


  "No!" Chad was finally able to move his feet forward. "No, I love them. Really." Gently he took two of the flower arrangements from the other man and motioned for him to follow into the apartment. "I'm sorry. You've kind of surprised me here."


  He'd never gotten flowers before and didn't have any vases, so he grabbed the tallest glasses he could find and filled them with water. Three should do it. Still trembling slightly, he kept his focus on his task. He could hear Zeb behind him, shutting the door then walking in behind him, shuffling his feet.


  "You have the same place."


  "Yes. Didn't make sense to move. I like it here."


  "I always did too." Okay, now that was an opening if Chad had ever heard one. But he let it go and bit his lip.


  Chad finally turned around to face Zeb, knowing he couldn't do any more fiddling with the flowers since he had no clue what you were supposed to do with them other than the vase and water. He leaned back against the kitchen counter and crossed his feet, attempting to look casual but probably failing.


  Zeb stood with his hands in his pockets in the center of the small room and just stared back. Chad still couldn't believe he was here, in his kitchen. His eyes swept over the beautiful man – the styled hair, the dress shirt and pressed slacks. Zeb looked so different than what Chad was used to. Still delicious, just different.


  "Did you have to be in town for a meeting or something?" Chad asked, wondering at the formal clothing.


  Zeb's head tilted to the side. "Um, no." Chad's eyes darted down to his clothes again. "Oh. No. Like I said, I'm here to grovel." Zeb pulled his hands out of his pockets and raised his arms a little like he was on display. "Dress to impress and all that. Don't you like it?" Zeb asked the question hesitantly and stepped from one foot to the other, then pushed his hands back into his pockets.


  "I like it. You look very nice. I just don't understand why you'd need to dress up and…" Chad jerked his head to indicate the flowers, "just to say you were sorry. I mean, if you feel guilty or something, you shouldn't. It was a mistake. And if I made you feel bad, I'm sorry. My life really isn't all that bad, okay. I got over it and moved on." Okay, so that was one huge whopping lie.


  There was a change in Zeb's expression at the end there that Chad didn't like at all. "Moved on?" Zeb looked down, somewhere near the counter and flowers, and wouldn't meet Chad's eyes. "How much?"


  "How much what? What are you talking about?"


  "How much did you move on? Moved on, as in have a boyfriend? Moved on, as in you don't have feelings for me anymore? I need to know Chad. How far did you move on?"


  "I… Shit, Zeb. What does it matter anymore? You live in California, you have a boyfriend."


  "I don't have a boyfriend. I – well, I didn't exactly lie. There's someone I see, but we're not in any type of a relationship. It's just…" Zeb looked down at the ground now, his face twisted. "It's just sex," he finished in a whisper. "It's convenient and it's safe. Not like… not like I did before."


  "Oh." Chad didn't know what to say to that.


  Holy Shit. Zeb was single. Single and standing in his kitchen in dress clothes bearing flowers. Could this really be happening? Chad's pulse jumped and he squirmed, but he reprimanded himself. Don't jump to conclusions again, don't make a fool out of yourself!


  "I know I fucked up." Zeb looked back up and pinned Chad with a stare. His eyes glassy and so deadly serious Chad found it hard to breath. "I fucked up royally, I know that. What I…" he paused and Chad noticed his breath was shaky. "What I need to know now, is what will it take to get you back?"


  Chad's breath hitched and he swore his heart stopped.


  Zeb took a couple steps towards him, a look of determination on his face. "I promise, I swear to you, I won't screw up like that again. I'll do whatever it takes. I'll move back here." Another step forward and Chad could smell his cologne. "I don't want to quit the band, but if you want me to—"


  "No." Zeb's steps faltered. "I mean, no, I wouldn't want you to quit." Chad was quick to explain.


  Zeb took in a long breath and the corners of his mouth curved just slightly. He took one more step, the last step needed to put him in touching distance. Chad needed to touch; to be sure this was real. It was so close to so many dreams he'd had over the years he was afraid his alarm clock would go off any minute and ruin it. He reached up, his movement shaky, and touched the side of Zeb's neck. He could see and feel his pulse there, racing as fast as Chad's.


  Zeb trembled at the touch and Chad looked up, searching his eyes. "Are you serious?" Chad knew it didn't make any sense, but he was almost more afraid than happy right now. Afraid something would be offered and taken away, nervous that this wasn't real, and scared to death to trust.


  "Chad," Zeb ran his knuckles over Chad's cheek. "I've never been more serious." Zeb closed that small gap, their chests almost touching. Chad could feel the heat from his body now, smell the mint on his breath. "I love you, Chad. I always did," Zeb admitted in a whisper.


  Oh, lordy. Chad's eyes stung and he blinked. That didn't work so he closed them tight, so fucking tight.


  No, you are not going to cry!


  He leaned his head forward onto Zeb's chest, needing desperately to feel him there. For a moment they just stood like that, Zeb's fingers moving in his hair to sooth him, pet him. Oh God, am I really this pathetic? Why can't I just tell him I love him too? Why can't I just smile and pretend this isn't a big fucking deal?


  Maybe because it is? A voice in the back of his head answered.


  "Chad? Are you okay, baby?"


  Baby? Hearing that brought the sting right back to his eyes. He closed them and felt a trail of heat run down his cheek, a tear escaping. Oh, damn.


  He took in a long breath, attempting to calm his nerves. That stupid lump in his throat was almost painful as he tried to swallow past it. His hands were clutching the back of Zeb's shirt now and he couldn't even remember putting his arms around him. Zeb's fingers made him tremble as they glided slowly over his throat to the back of his neck, angling Chad's head to fit in the crook of his shoulder.


  Then he heard Zeb start humming, soft and sweet. Slowly it got louder and they were swaying, Zeb holding Chad firmly and leading him. Chad followed willingly, not wanting it to end. He could feel Zeb's breath at his ear, tickling and teasing, and then came the words.


  I cry


  I cry as I walk the sands


  Remembering our shore where I held you


  Never wanting to let go


  Always wanting to let you know


  As the waves crashed around us


  I cry


  As the seagulls screamed their chorus


  I cry


  In the cold November air


  Zeb's voice filled the small kitchen, low but so powerful. It filled Chad as well; with joy and sad memories, love and pain. Now that he knew for sure the words were about him, they held a whole new meaning.


  "It's alright to cry you know?" Chad was startled by Zeb's words, almost in a trancelike state. "I cried a lot." Zeb admitted softly, slowing their dance to a stop, but not letting go. "Hell, I wrote a whole song about it."


  Chad laughed under his breath, but Zeb must have felt the movement in his chest.


  "Oh, you think that's funny, huh?" He could hear the teasing note in Zeb's voice, smiled and shook his head. "The odd thing is, I never wanted that song recorded. The others, well, I knew they probably wouldn't ever be played on the radio so I wasn't worried. It never occurred to me you'd come to a concert so I thought it was safe to play them there."


  Chad could feel Zeb's fingers in his hair now, carding through it, the calloused tips rubbing against his scalp, and it felt so good. "I almost didn't. I came close to chickening out a couple times, but I just wanted to see you. I wasn't planning on talking to you at all."


  "You really weren't?"


  Chad shook his head against Zeb's neck.


  "Then why did you?" Zeb stepped back just enough to look Chad in the eye, waiting for his answer.


  "The songs. I suppose the same reason you didn't want me to hear them. Because they showed you cared." Chad broke eye contact and focused on Zeb's shirt instead, playing with the collar as he spoke. "Even hearing them I wasn't completely sure. But if you hadn't played those songs that night, I wouldn't have walked up to you at the end. I would have slipped out and been happy just to have seen you." It felt strange admitting all this to Zeb. He'd implied the same thing after the concert, but this was different.


  "If I would have known that they would bring you back into my life, I would've had them played on every radio station the second I finished writing them." Zeb's voice was warm and husky and sent a shiver down Chad's spine. "Hey, since you're hugging me, does that mean you're going to give me another shot?"


  There was a smile on Zeb's face and Chad laughed. It was a little on the watery side, but it felt good. "I don't know. Are you going to behave?"


  "I never behave, baby, you know me." It sounded teasing and wonderful, and Chad felt Zeb's arms tighten around him.


  Chad looked up then, deep into Zeb's eyes, and sighed. "Yeah. Cuz the thing is – I love you, too." Zeb's smile bloomed, big and bright and Chad wasn't sure if he'd ever seen that exact smile on his lover's face before. "So, are you going to stand there smiling at me all day? Or are you finally going to kiss me?"


  Zeb laughed. "Damn, I missed you."


  The heat in Zeb's eyes made Chad feel powerful, bold. "Yeah, well do me a favor and show me how much." Before he could even think to make the request again – or breathe – Zeb's lips were on his.


  Light and oh so soft, they explored and Chad responded, relearning Zeb's taste, his touch. His breath was shallow and coming fast. Chad couldn't believe this was happening. He framed Zeb's jaw, felt the way it moved, how smooth it was from a fresh shave, and pulled him in closer.


  Hot damn, this is real. Oh so real, and oh so good.


  Needing to touch everywhere, Chad lowered his hands, feeling the soft skin at Zeb's neck, those strong shoulders and arms. They traveled still to slide against all those wonderful muscles, down to Zeb's hips and pull him closer. Their bodies flush, Chad could feel every inch of the other man and for one long moment, forgot to breathe.


  When he did finally take in a quick breath Zeb deepened the kiss, sliding his tongue in and making Chad's head spin. All Chad could think about was his lover. His closeness, his heat. How he felt and tasted.


  Nothing else mattered.


  Zeb's hands warmed his back where they firmly held Chad to him, a hard length pressed against Chad's hip. Chad remembered that touch. And the memories only made him want more. He rocked his hips against Zeb, pressing in nice and tight and making sure Zeb knew exactly what he was doing to Chad.


  There was a low growl, Chad was pretty sure it came from Zeb, before the kiss was broken and Zeb pulled back. Chad had a moment to be disappointed before he felt Zeb's lips skim across his jaw. "Love the goatee." Zeb's voice was barely a whisper. Then that talented mouth was on Chad's neck, kissing and nipping at the sensitive flesh there. Chad groaned and tilted his head to the side, willing to give the other man anything he wanted.


  "Oh, God. Zeb…"


  Fire shot through his veins when Zeb's hands slid under his shirt and raked over his skin; his chest, stomach and hips. Then they touched that oh so sensitive spot that was Chad's favorite, just at the base of his spine above his ass, sending shivers and goose bumps everywhere. Zeb remembered. He had to have - the way Zeb's fingers suddenly became light and teasing, drawing little circles there drove Chad insane.


  Oh, how he wanted this man. Needed. Chad caught his lips again, diving in for more of the delicious kiss he'd only been able to experience in dreams for years.


  He couldn't get close enough. Chad's mind swam with his desire and that alone, no rational thought, his body moving purely on instinct against Zeb's. He heard Zeb moan again, low and feral and a very sudden, desperate need filled him… and scared him a little.


  Chad buried his hands in Zeb's silken hair, fisting it tight like he'd done so many times before. But instead of pulling Zeb closer, Chad pulled away. And he wasn't even sure why.


  Zeb looked disoriented, his eyes hooded and his breathing erratic. Chad rested his forehead against the other man's and they stayed like that for a minute; eyes closed and taking in each other's exhales. Zeb didn't protest, didn't even ask why they'd stopped. Chad just needed a moment, if only to gain oxygen. Or maybe his senses.


  No, he knew what he really needed. To gain a little control. To have a minute to just think, or they'd be stripping each other in the kitchen.


  That wasn't what he wanted for their first time back together. Not some quick fuck on a kitchen counter. God, Zeb hadn't even been there twenty minutes and Chad had turned into some sex starved maniac, willing to bend over the kitchen sink. He just couldn't seem to help himself where Zeb was concerned. And it had been so long. So damn long.


  But then what? Zeb leaves again? Back on his tour or back to California?


  "We're not doing this now. Not like this." The words surprised him even as they left his mouth. They were a command, forceful, no arguments possible.


  "Wow. I don't remember you being so demanding." Zeb said in a low husky voice filled with laughter. Chad stepped back to look Zeb in the face, not one hundred percent sure how to take him. At one time he would have been able to read him, but not anymore.


  "It's okay, babe. I told you, whatever you want I'm good with." Zeb pulled him in closer again, holding him loosely but not letting him get away. "I'm not going anywhere. That's what you're worried about, right? That we'll get carried away now, but the second we're done I'll disappear again?"


  Chad looked down, not wanting to admit that's exactly what he'd been thinking. Not wanting Zeb to see him so unsure.


  Zeb leaned in and pressed his cheek against Chad's, speaking softly into his ear. "I'm here for a week. If you'll have me. After that I have to be in Boston for a show and the rest of the tour will take five more weeks. I know five weeks is a long time, but we can talk on the phone, every day. And then I'll be all yours. We can fly out to California together and pack up my stuff. Or we can wait longer to do that if you need more time."


  "You're really willing to move back here?" Chad asked in disbelief. He wasn't sure that's really what he wanted, but for Zeb to be willing…


  "In a heartbeat." Chad looked up at Zeb and something inside him, deep inside, melted. That combination; that sweet smile along with that completely unguarded sensuality in Zeb's eyes had him sunk.


  He thought for a moment, a rather brief one, and made his decision. How many times had he wished he could have just one day, just that last twenty-four hours with Zeb to do over again? If he had a week he was going to take it. And no matter what happened after that – no regrets.


  "I've missed you so damn much." Chad grabbed the front of Zeb's dress shirt and yanked him forward. Zeb laughed and had to grab onto the counter behind Chad, framing him in, or risk falling into him. "Oops, sorry."


  "Yeah, sure you are." Chad's hands were fiddling at his shirt and Zeb looked down. "Hey, what are you doing?"


  "Taking the damned thing off! Then I want you in that bedroom, stripped. If I only get a week I better make good use of it."


  "Chad, stop. We don't have to do this now. You just said 'no' like ten seconds ago, and I want you to be sure this is what you want."


  Chad rolled his eyes. "I wasn't saying I didn't want sex. I just didn't want to jump into it too fast. Or jump you in the kitchen! Waiting until we get to the bedroom seems reasonable enough to me." Okay, so that sounded ridiculous when he said it out loud, but it did make sense to him. Jumping Zeb in the kitchen twenty minutes after walking in? Too easy. Waiting till they can take their time in the bedroom, thirty minutes after Zeb walks in? Just right. After all, it had been three fucking years.


  Zeb laughed, low and throaty, and Chad smiled. He redoubled his efforts on the shirt and slid it down Zeb's shoulders, letting his palms skim all that soft skin on the way. "Missed your tat's too."


  "Really?"


  "Yeah. Tracing them – licking them. They're hours of pleasure," Chad joked, enjoying himself and relaxing now that he had Zeb smiling. He started to do exactly what he described and trace the bright colors, but something caught his eye.


  "What's this?" He asked, tracing the small golden tattoo. It was a stupid question, technically he knew what it was – a padlock, right over Zeb's heart. It hadn't been there the last time he'd seen his lover naked.


  Zeb's voice was quiet. "I got it about five months after getting to California." Chad nodded with understanding, continued to trace around the edge of the lock and swallowed. "You don't need to worry about that though," Zeb said softly. Chad looked back up into Zeb's face, expecting to see a frown at the bad memories, but instead finding a soft smile. "You see, when it was put there you were already inside. You're stuck in there forever, and no one else will ever get the key," Zeb explained, so solemn and heartfelt. Then he leaned and gave Chad a sweet kiss on the cheek.


  "I love you, Zeb." Chad couldn't believe he'd ever been afraid of saying those words.


  Zeb gave him another soft kiss and pulled back. "I love you, too." He took Chad's hand and walked backwards, leading him to the bedroom with a smile on his face that couldn't possibly be any bigger than Chad's.


  ****


  Work sucked. There was no other way to describe it. And here the day had started out so wonderful. Chad had gotten a phone call that morning that made him so excited he would have done a happy dance right there in the lobby if it wouldn't have looked completely undignified.


  Oh God. He couldn't wait to tell Zeb.


  Then he'd gotten into the office and Amy, the office whiner, was complaining her printer wouldn't work. This wouldn't be so bad, except that since the company he worked for wasn't big – and downsizing monthly it seemed – there was no IT department and someone had gotten it into their head that Chad was the best with computers.


  Hence, Amy's problem was now his problem. He'd finally taken care of it, or at least he thought, only to find out when he got to his office that his fax/printer wouldn't read or print either. Turns out it was a network problem with communication and shit, but it took him until almost one p.m. to figure that out. Man, he could not wait to be out of here next week! With any luck, the phone call from this morning would mean he wouldn't have to come back at all.


  He was grouchy and irritable and hadn't even gotten to his 'real' job yet. To top it off he missed Zeb like crazy and the more they talked on the phone the antsier he became to see his lover.


  Five days, he reminded himself. Only five more days and he'd get to see him, touch him. About a week or so ago he'd started to count down the days, and that day's number would become a mantra for him. Anytime something reminded him of Zeb, anytime a memory left him longing or something about his life here left him feeling like shit, he'd repeat it. Five days.


  Right now it had been just over four weeks since Zeb had to pack up and go back on tour. Four very long, excruciating weeks. At first the memories of their week together, fresh and lustful, helped him through.


  And the phone calls… Zeb hadn't been kidding about talking every day. Chad loved that they'd started their relationship back up this way, even if he did miss being able to hold and touch. But this way there were no distractions; no real life getting in the way, no Zeb right in front of him, side-tracking him, looking so sexy Chad couldn't think of anything besides licking every inch of him. It was just them; their quiet voices, late at night, sometimes talking for hours.


  And they talked about everything. From the inconsequential shit that happened to Zeb on the road, to catching up on the last three years of each other's lives. And the important stuff – God, Chad couldn't believe how Zeb had finally opened up about his past. Or how close they'd become because of it, even without seeing each other face to face. In some ways it felt like he was getting to know a completely different man. One he was falling in love even deeper with.


  Many nights Chad didn't even want to hang up, didn't want to break that connection. Apparently Zeb didn't either. One night Chad had been completely unaware his lover was in dream land for almost a half-minute before he heard the snoring on the other end of the line. He'd laughed so hard it had woken Zeb back up. Yeah, he gave Zeb a lot of shit about that.


  Chad's phone beeped, showing a new text from Zeb. Speaking of the devil. He smiled. Five days – just five more days and he'd have his lover with him.


  [Hey Hows ur day? Z]


  Chad sighed and closed his eyes briefly. Five days.


  [Shit. And urs?]


  He didn't want to tell Zeb about the interview in California over a text. No, the news was too great for that. Chad was excited, but it would have to wait until tonight. They'd decided to move to California instead of Zeb coming back to Minnesota. It just made more sense and Chad was so eager he wished he could put in his notice at work and start packing now. His only worry had been about a job. Zeb had insisted that wasn't a problem – that even if it took Chad a year to find one, he didn't care.


  Chad heard another beep and smiled. Zeb must be on the bus or stuck in a hotel room somewhere. He tried to jog his memory for Zeb's schedule but came up blank.


  [Ok. Could be better if u were here. Why’s urs shit? :( Z]


  Chad smiled. He wished he was there too. Anywhere but here, as long as he was with Zeb. Deciding to be silly, he responded.


  [U know those movies? Where comp come to life and take over?]


  He waited. His work could be put off five more minutes. Sure enough the phone beeped right back.


  [Yep :) I lv sci fi Z]


  Chad typed with a little smile on his face.


  [Not me – think the printers r staging a revolt. They’re conspiring w the comp to over throw me-their supreme ruler. Its anarchy I tell you!]


  He pressed send and went back to his inbox – the real kind, not the virtual one on his computer – and pulled the first of his workload off the top. Only a minute later his phone beeped again.


  [Pull the plug and run to a room with no electricity. Otherwise THEY will see you!]


  Chad burst out laughing and slapped a hand to his mouth. Shit! Sales was not supposed to be funny. He looked around quickly to make sure no one was looking. Apparently, either his laugh hadn't been heard past his office walls or they all just assumed he'd finally cracked and none of them cared.


  He had to think a minute for an appropriate response.


  [I’ve been hiding under my desk. But then the other people here find me. I think they’re in on it. Maybe the comp’s brainwashed them??]


  He got one whole complete task done before the next beep. This was fun, but he really did need to get some work done so he could get out of there. He couldn't expect to take his two weeks' vacation time off to spend with Zeb if he had work piled up.


  [I think you should get out of there and meet me somewhere. Make sure u’r not followed. Say in 20 min?? Shhh – don’t tell ur phone, it might blab. Z]


  Chad typed back quickly.


  [If I thought you were serious I’d so be there!!!! Xoxoxo I need a break and some Zeb time.]


  Chad thought for a minute and then added;


  [Oh shit! They’re wrapping their cords around my feet now. Sneaky bastards!]


  Chad couldn't help laughing at himself. Man, he was such a dork. Good thing Zeb loved him. He grinned. Zeb loved him. Damn, now he had the warm fuzzies.


  Five days.


  His phone beeped again. He opened it, expecting to see either LOL, or a witty come back.


  [Who says I’m not serious. At your place now – freezing my ass off. Forgot I don’t have a key. Wanted to surprise u. :) SURPRISE!]


  Chad looked at the screen, stunned. Was this a joke? Was Zeb really here? He typed back, his excitement building.


  [How? Why?]


  [Last show cancelled. Missed U!!!!! Need U!! Z]


  He checked the clock, two forty – two hours until the end of the day. Oh, hell no. After all, he wasn't sick often, he could fake a migraine or a stomach flu, right? And his work could wait.


  He texted back.


  [I’ll be there ASAP!! I Love U!]


  The response was almost immediate.


  [Love U 2, baby! Always! Z]


  THE END
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  THE HEARTY BOYS


  by Andi Lea


  "Hi, I'm Penny, one of the bridesmaids. You're my escort. We really haven't had a chance to talk." A blur of pale blue taffeta swirled into his line of sight, and his arm was locked with another. "I thought we should get to know one another."


  "Owen," he managed to say, despite the pounding headache, for which he desperately needed to take something. He wondered if Penny, the bridesmaid, had a hidden stash of aspirin in her bouquet. He looked at her. Probably not.


  "Oh, I know who you are. So, are you here with anyone?" Penny squeezed his arm. Her smile was a little too bright and toothy.


  "I'm here for Grace." He took a step to the side, putting some space between him and the taffeta clad bridesmaid.


  "Of course, we all are." Penny laughed. "But, are you here with a date?"


  Owen knew where this was heading. "No."


  "Neither am I. How old are you?" She sounded enthusiastic.


  "Twenty-two."


  "Are you married?"


  "No."


  "Are you in a committed relationship?"


  "No." Owen ran a hand through his hair and looked around. The wedding march music would begin any moment. Wouldn't it? Then he could escort Penny up the aisle, and hopefully keep her at a safe distance the rest of the evening.


  "Me either!" Penny turned to face Owen. "This is how I get to know people. I have a series of questions I ask everyone. Wow, you have the most amazing green eyes."


  Owen bit his tongue. A reminder that today was about Grace, one of his best friends. Penny was a temporary irritation. Grace didn't want Penny in the wedding. Her mother insisted her cousin be a bridesmaid. Grace asked Owen to play interference and be Penny's escort down the aisle. He would do anything for Grace. So, here he found himself, standing in the procession line with the 'P.I.A.' as Grace so often referred to her.


  "So, what do you do?" Penny smoothed the blue taffeta pooling around her.


  "Guys," Owen replied. Momentarily distracted, he watched one of the unfamiliar groomsmen straighten his tie.


  "Oh, you!" Penny waved a hand dismissively. "What about girls?"


  "What about them?" Owen scanned the room. His gaze drifting back to the tall, broad shouldered, blonde.


  "Do you go out with girls?"


  "Do you?" He turned to look at her.


  "No!" She blushed and lowered her voice. "I'm not attracted to women."


  "Well, then we have something in common."


  "Where do you work?"


  "I'm in school."


  "Where?"


  "I was in the art program at NYU." Owen kept an eye on the guy in front of him.


  "What kind of art do you do?"


  "Sculpture, painting, mixed media." Owen watched as tall and potential became tall and unavailable. The man wrapped his arms around the bridesmaid standing next to him and kissed her. Owen turned to Penny, "I like to work with my hands."


  "Aren't they cute?" Penny obviously was ignoring whatever Owen said that didn't work for her. She pointed to the couple he had been watching. She looked mesmerized. "They're getting married next month, must be something in the air."


  "Too bad," Owen tugged on his too short, jacket sleeves. He frowned at the uncomfortable cut of the suit. He should have arrived a few days earlier for the fitting. He'd been too busy partying before he left his friends and New York. The current headache was reminding him that he'd been partying too much since he arrived home.


  Penny clapped her hands, startling Owen, and causing the pounding headache to change its beat.


  "So, I'm twenty and beginning my third year at university. I work at a veterinary clinic, and I'm hoping to become a vet tech, before I go to veterinary school," she said, as if it were very important he understood she had goals in life. "Do you like to swim?"


  "What?"


  "You know, do you like swimming?" She flailed her arms like a manic pinwheel.


  "Yeah, I like swimming." Owen just stared at her. Pretty much at a loss for words.


  "Me too!" She stopped air-swimming and adjusted her dress. "We have so much in common. By the way, I really love your hair. It's so dark and silky, and those green eyes. You really could get any girl you want."


  "Thankfully, I don't want any." He had to stuff down the urge to laugh.


  "New York must have been interesting, but I bet you're glad to be home. Big cities can be so, well big." She laughed as if she had just said the cleverest thing.


  "I'm glad to be here for Grace's wedding, and to see my family." Owen watched a couple of his high school friends as they partnered up for the procession. He wondered how they were holding up after last night. His best friend, Jay Greene, gave him a weak smile. Jay looked about as alert as Owen felt.


  "Are you here for the summer?" she asked.


  "Yes."


  "Are you going back to NYU in the fall?"


  "No."


  "Are you staying here in Iowa City?"


  "Yes," Owen tried to put some feeling into his voice.


  "Are you transferring to UI?" Penny leaned in front of him and opened her eyes wide.


  "I don't know." He backed up as she invaded his personal bubble. "I haven't thought about it much. Today is Grace's big day. I'm focused on making her happy." He didn't mention he was also focused on finding a cure for his hangover.


  "You are so sweet!" Penny hugged him. "I'm so glad she paired us up for the wedding. Aren't you? But, really, what are you going to do with an art degree?"


  "Same thing you'll do with your degree. Hang it on the wall." His patience meter was hitting tilt. So far, he'd been able to avoid having any conversations with her by showing up late to the rehearsal and sitting with Jay at the dinner.


  "Have you ever been arrested?"


  "Have you?" He leaned in close.


  "No, of course not." This time, she backed up.


  "Do you have siblings?" she asked.


  "Three," he replied.


  Finally, the music started. Owen hoped the animals she worked with found Penny less annoying than people did. Thankfully, Grace had warned him. If he could just get through the next three hours and make a polite escape from his duties, he'd be happy. He didn't want to do anything to upset Grace's day. Reminding himself to be pleasant and polite, he turned to Penny. He took her arm and faked another smile.


  Penny squeezed Owen's arm and let out a laugh. "I love this part, when the music begins. It's when I start to imagine my own wedding. Don't you?"


  "This is the first wedding I've been to. I haven't had much experience. You know, with the lack of marriage equality in all fifty states." Owen watched the first couple walk up the aisle. Only a few more minutes. He could do this.


  As soon as he and Penny stepped outside to line up, she became the consummate bridesmaid. Bouquet in hand, she was calm and blessedly quiet.


  The ceremony was in Wildwood Park. Owen looked around at the familiar location. This was where he, Grace, and Jay had played as children. The place they hung out as teenagers. The historic Bandstand was decorated for the nuptials with fresh flowers and cascading ivy vines. The guests were seated to face the stage and the Iowa River beyond it. Owen admired the fairytale setting that was Grace's wedding. Somewhere in the back of his mind, he wondered if he would ever want to get married.


  The actual wedding part didn't take as long as Owen had expected. The photographs following the ceremony took much longer, especially as Penny returned to her constant stream of questions. Owen made a minimum of effort at keeping up with the conversation, mostly non-answering what was asked.


  He did his duty and kept Penny away from Grace as much as possible. Grace had shared a few knowing looks with him throughout the photo session. He could see the look of relief on her face more than once. He was glad someone was relieved. His headache was increasing, and he desperately needed some water.


  Slipping his sunglasses on, he took a few steps away from the crowd. He looked around. Guests were mingling; people he'd known all his life. Many were walking towards the Broussard Center, a local favorite building where the reception was being held. Everyone was happy, smiling, and the air buzzed with energy.


  "My hero," Grace stepped up beside him.


  "You look stunning." Owen kissed her cheek and wrapped an arm around her. "It was a beautiful wedding, with a beautiful bride. I hope Charles appreciates what I'm giving up."


  "You were never interested in what I had to give." She laughed. "But, now I am going to do you a favor."


  "You don't have to do anything for me."


  "Here," she opened her palm and had two white pills laying there. "I got them from my uncle, Penny's father, he understands the headache."


  "You're a life saver." Owen scooped up the pills.


  Grace turned him towards the building. "Go in the side entrance. You know the one we used to sneak into whenever there was a big neighborhood gathering."


  "You mean the one you used to talk us into sneaking into. You're a very bad influence." He grabbed her hand and kissed her knuckles. "Thanks."


  Owen managed to escape without an encounter of the Penny kind. He slipped in through the side door of the Broussard Center and headed to the kitchen. Expecting it to be busy, he looked around to find it full of food, but lacking people. He could hear noise from the main hall as preparations were going on in the other room. He figured the caterers must be setting up.


  The doors to the kitchen swung open, and two tall men stepped inside, one in a pinstriped business suit with a red tie, and the other in a white chef's uniform. They were talking rapidly, yet quietly. They were exact the same height with dark brown hair, similarly cut. Owen didn't want to hide, but he wasn't sure how to make his presence known. He took a few steps to the right to put himself in view of the two men.


  The business suit led the chef, so his back was to Owen. The suit looked over to where Owen was standing and then back at the chef in front of him. Owen casually leaned up against a metal prep table. The suit had a smoldering gaze. Owen knew that look.


  He watched the business suit take the chef's face in his hands. Owen couldn't see the chef's face, but he was fascinated by the suit. The two men put their foreheads together and continued talking. The exchange was still rapid, but less intense. The suit pressed a kiss to the chef's cheek and then turned the chef around. The suit wrapped his arms around the chest of the chef and whispered something in his ear.


  When the chef lifted his head and looked across the room, Owen had to remind himself to breathe. They must be twins. The suit was good-looking, but the chef was stunning. The chef's dark brown hair fell over his forehead. His dark brown eyes locked on Owen's without blinking. The suit continued whispering and then lifted his head. Owen sucked in a breath. The two men were staring at him.


  Owen grinned. "Don't mind me. I was just looking for some water." He raised his hand up and showed them the pills he'd been clutching.


  The suit let go of the chef and crossed the room. He stood in front of Owen and looked down the few inches in height difference. Owen looked up. The suit was definitely hot, and definitely flirting.


  "Hung-over, stranded with the worst bridesmaid, and not interested in what she's offering. I've seen it too many times; the gay friend providing distraction." The suit didn't smile as he ran a hand under the lapel of Owen's jacket. "I'm sure my brother can help you find some water." He said water as if he meant something entirely different. The suit eased his hands away, buttoned his own jacket, and walked out the side door.


  The chef was busy arranging items on a prep table across the room. Owen walked around the table and watched him from a few feet away. His large hands were sure and steady as he worked. "There's cold water in the refrigerator behind you," he said without looking up.


  Owen turned around and opened the refrigerator door. He grabbed a bottle and cracked it open. Peeling the two pills off the palm of his now sweaty hand, he tossed them in his mouth. He swallowed too hard, and the pills stuck in the back of his throat for a second. He took another long drink and washed them down.


  When he turned back around, the chef was gone. He looked down at the prep table where the man had been working. A few small spatulas, a knife, a pastry bag, and some decorating tips were laid out. He waited for the chef to return, so he could thank him for the water. Instead, the kitchen began filling with servers and other people responsible for the food service. Owen quietly slipped out of the kitchen and stood against the side of the building. He finished the bottle of water and tossed the empty into a recycling bin.


  The wedding party was gathering to go inside the building together. The photographer was putting his equipment away. The sun was beginning to set, and there was a pink tinged glow in the sky behind the river. Someone had repositioned chairs into small groups surrounding a few tables. The weather was perfect for guests to mingle inside or outside. Twinkle lights came on, bathing the Bandstand and lighting up the trees close by.


  As much as he enjoyed New York, Owen realized he was glad to be home. He had missed the comfort and familiarity of Wildwood. He looked up to find Jay and Grace standing at the top steps of the Bandstand. Owen jogged over and grabbed the photographer.


  "Hey, can you take another shot?" Owen asked.


  "Sure." The photographer pulled his camera back out of the bag and followed Owen.


  "This is where we shared all our secrets," Owen climbed the steps to join his two best friends.


  "And had our first kisses," Grace said as she took Owen's hand.


  "And now, our first wedding," Jay added as he put his arms around both of them.


  They stood together quietly for a few minutes, heads touching. The only sound was the camera as the photographer took pictures. Owen looked at his two friends and remembered their first kisses here at the Bandstand when they were in middle school. They were trying to help Grace learn how to kiss, for a party she was going to.


  "We must have been good teachers. You just married the guy you were so nervous about kissing in middle school." Owen said and they all broke out laughing.


  "And I can't thank you enough." Charles stepped up behind them and wrapped an arm around Grace. He was smiling like he was the happiest man on the planet.


  The four of them stood together for a few more pictures. Grace thanked the photographer, and they headed toward the building for the reception. Grace and Charles walked a few feet ahead of them.


  Jay bumped Owen's shoulder. "We did good. She's going to be well taken care of."


  "I was never worried about her. Charles has been hooked since that first kiss." Owen laughed. "We did really good."


  "Are you ready to face Penny and dancing?"


  "Hardly," Owen sighed.


  "Only a few more hours, my friend."


  "You want to cut out of here early and go downtown? We could do some real dancing at Richard's." Owen loved the gay dance club in Iowa City.


  "I can't. I've got family stuff early tomorrow, hanging with my brother." Jay hugged Owen and stepped through the main hall doors. "Your lady waits."


  Owen groaned, "I'll be right there. Pit stop, first." He took off down the long hallway toward the bathrooms.


  He tugged off his jacket and had instant relief from the too tight cut of the suit. His collarbone was itching from the tattoo he'd gotten the day before he left New York. He stepped in front of the bathroom mirror and loosened his bow tie. He unbuttoned his shirt and moved it off his shoulder. The cool air was soothing. He grabbed a handful of paper towels and wet them.


  "You sure you want to do that?"


  Owen looked up and saw the chef reflected in the mirror behind him. Owen smiled and pressed the cool, wet paper towels to his collar bone. He leaned his head out of the way and stared at the other man's reflection. Then his mind played out what might happen next.


  He imagined the chef stepping up behind him, reaching around his waist, and turning the water on. Owen looked at the two empty sinks on either side of him. He looked down and imagined what the chef's hands would look like as water ran over them. He fantasized that the chef would press up against him.


  In reality, he watched the chef step up to the sink next to his and very efficiently wash his hands. Owen watched him grab some paper towels, pat his hands dry, and toss them in the trash. He left the bathroom without saying another word. It took Owen a few minutes to compose himself. He thought for sure that the chef would make a move.


  Once he had his shirt buttoned, and the tie back in place, he slipped the jacket on. Taking a deep breath, he steeled himself for the next few hours with Penny, and no man to distract him. He decided that he'd try to make the evening as short as possible and get downtown to Richard's. He could always count on a hook up there.


  As he entered the reception hall, he saw the wedding party taking their seats. Owen settled into his designated spot next to Penny. The photographer took more pictures. Speeches were given in honor of the bride and groom. Much champagne flowed. Penny kept up a constant stream of conversation. Owen danced with Penny more than required.


  During their fifth, or maybe sixth, dance Jay cut in. Penny smiled like she had won the lottery, until she realized Jay wanted to dance with Owen, not her. Charles came to the rescue and danced the P.I.A away. Grace joined Jay and Owen. The three of them danced like the old days. Owen was actually having fun. He'd forgotten about leaving early. When he looked at Grace, who was full of smiles, he knew he'd done the right thing by sticking around.


  All too soon, Grace and her new husband were out the door and off on their honeymoon. Penny was nowhere to be found, to Owen's great relief. His headache was gone too. He watched his friends continue to celebrate.


  "Now is a good time to make a quick escape." An unfamiliar voice whispered behind him.


  Owen turned around and was face to face with the chef. "Am I that obvious?"


  "Honestly? No, you've been a good friend and an attentive escort." The chef leaned against the wall.


  "I seemed to have lost my bridesmaid." Owen smiled.


  "You don't look too broken up about it." The chef crossed his arms over his chest. "Besides she left. With someone else."


  Owen loosened the bow tie he'd been dying to take off for hours. "You're observant."


  "Occupational hazard."


  The chef pushed off the wall and opened the kitchen door. He held it open and waited. Owen stepped into the kitchen, which was now bustling with activity.


  "Another occupational hazard," he said as he followed Owen into the kitchen. "Clean up."


  "Looks like you have everything under control."


  "Here," The chef handed him a cold bottle of water. "You did your good deed, now go have fun."


  "Want to come with me?"


  "I have work to do." Owen watched the chef walk away and give instructions to an employee.


  "All work and no play," Owen didn't finish what he was saying as he walked outside.


  ****


  A month had passed since Grace's wedding. She had returned from the honeymoon and moved into a new house. She held several post-wedding parties. Jay and Owen attended them all, but tonight they were at Richard's having a farewell party for Jay.


  "You are going to have the best time in London," Grace said as she picked up her water and took a drink.


  "The theatre!" Jay tossed out his arms dramatically. They all laughed.


  "Drama queen," Owen grabbed Jay and danced him backwards into the crowd. "I'm going to miss you."


  "I'll be back before you know it."


  "Too long," Owen said. He was happy that Jay had been accepted into the year abroad program, but he was unsure what his own life had up ahead.


  "In a few weeks, all of the pretty young things will be moving in for the new semester. You'll have your pick." Jay circled to the music.


  "I'm going to be too busy with my own classes."


  "When did that ever stop you?" Jay raised his eyebrows.


  "And that, my friend, is why I am back home, living with my parents." Owen slipped an arm around Jay's waist and danced them further into the sweaty mass. The music was pounding, and Owen could feel it in his chest. They were lost in a sea of men with a driving bass beat.


  Jay pressed up against Owen, "I'm going to miss this, but I plan on taking full advantage of the London club scene."


  Owen laughed and pressed a kiss to Jay's cheek. "So, are you finally going to let me rock your world before you leave?"


  Jay shook his head. "You never give up."


  "If you'd give it up, you'd know why." Owen swiveled his hips.


  "There's a whole club of willing victims," Jay said.


  "You would rather I hook up with some random stranger?" Owen made a pouty face.


  "That won't work on me." Jay laughed and tapped a finger against Owen's lips. "You live for the random hook up."


  Owen smiled, and turned to put his back against Jay's front. He looked up and was staring directly at a familiar pair of dark chocolate eyes. Eyes he'd been dreaming about. Chef Sexy was dancing inches away from him. Shirtless. Owen hoped he hadn't begun drooling.


  "Or not so random," Jay said in Owen's ear. "Go, conquer!" Jay gave him a push.


  He bumped up against the chef's bare chest. Owen took a closer look and stopped at the nipple rings. He lost his footing and practically bounced off the man's toned muscles. Large and incredibly strong hands gripped his shoulders. His gaze traveled south to a trail of dark hair that disappeared into low slung jeans. Oh, the places he could go with this body. He heard a chuckle above him. Owen quickly glanced up, and Chef Sexy was smiling.


  Unexpectedly embarrassed, Owen glared over his shoulder, to see Jay making a quick retreat off the dance floor. He would take care of Jay, his ex-friend, later.


  "Thanks for rescuing me from those rock hard abs," Owen pointed at the chef's bare torso. "But, I'd have risked injury for a closer look."


  "So, you’re a risk taker?" Chef Sexy eased his hands off of Owen's shoulders.


  "When necessary." Owen looked up. "And, occasionally, for research purposes."


  "And what would you be researching?" Chef Sexy gestured toward the bar, and Owen led the way.


  "You don't believe me, do you?" Owen shouted over his shoulder and the music. "I'm an artist. Live models are part of my research."


  "I don't model," he replied and moved closer. "But, I believe you."


  Owen felt completely out of his league with Chef Sexy. The man was a few years older than him, and probably from another country. His English was perfect, but he had a slight accent. It sounded vaguely French.


  "You're not from around here." Owen spotted an empty booth and slid in before anyone claimed it.


  When he looked up, the chef was wiping his chest with his t-shirt and then slipped it over his head. His biceps bulged through the tight fabric as he adjusted the shirt. "What would you like to drink?"


  Owen felt his heart speed up. Chef Sexy was buying them drinks. Holy fuck. "Any imported beer is fine," he finally said.


  "Be right back." The chef headed away from the table.


  Owen watched him walk to the bar, while he pulled his phone out of his pocket to text Jay and Grace, chef sexy is buying me a drink


  He waited, and his phone buzzed. He laughed at his friends mixed messages. From Grace's be safe to Jay's have fun. Owen put his phone back in his pocket.


  Two cold beer bottles were placed on the table, and the chef slipped into the opposite side of the booth. Owen took one of the bottles and tipped it in the chef's direction. "Thanks."


  Chef Sexy nodded and tipped the other bottle to his lips. Owen watched him swallow. His long neck slightly tilted, his Adam's apple subtly moving up and down. Owen had to stop drinking and put his bottle on the table. His heart was tripping over itself again.


  The chef lowered his beer and looked at Owen. "I saw Grace over by the bar. She said you're here to celebrate."


  "Our friend Jay is leaving in the morning. He's doing the London Theater Program through NYU." Owen picked up his beer bottle to keep his hands busy. He felt the chef's long legs brush against his under the table. Owen was nervous. This wasn't his usual night out clubbing. Something different was happening.


  "You're going to miss him." Chef Sexy leaned over the table.


  "We've been friends since we were toddlers. We were college roommates at NYU." Owen wrapped his hands around his beer bottle and leaned forward. "He's like a brother to me."


  Chef Sexy smiled. "You should rejoin your friends, Owen."


  Owen was pretty sure his jaw dropped open. "How do you know my name?"


  "I asked Grace." He laughed and stretched a hand across the table. "I'm Chase Heart. It's nice to meet you."


  "Chase," Owen said and shook his hand.


  "Go, enjoy your night with your friends." Chase finished his beer. "I have to go, anyway. I have to be up at five in the morning."


  "That sounds awful." Owen took a drink from his own bottle.


  "I'm used to it."


  "I am so not a morning person." Owen made a face.


  "Depends on what you are waking up for." Chase leaned back and smiled.


  Owen felt his stomach drop and his skin tingle. He sat up straighter and finished his beer. He couldn't tell if his palms were sweating or if it was condensation off the bottle. He wiped a hand on his jeans.


  Chase stood up and took a business card out of his pocket. "Come by Saturday morning at six, and I'll give you a tour."


  "Okay," Owen agreed before he realized six in the morning really meant six in the morning. He stood up and took the card. His hand brushed against Chase's, and he felt his heart speed up again. "You mean early in the morning?"


  Chase leaned down and spoke into Owen's ear, "I promise you won't be disappointed."


  He watched Chase walk away. It took a few moments before Owen could move again. His ear was still burning from Chase's heated breath. And there was a lingering hint of woodsy cologne surrounding him. Owen inhaled. He needed to commit that smell to memory.


  "Sorry." Jay came up behind him. "I thought for sure you would get lucky tonight."


  "He's really dreamy," Grace said as she slipped into one of the booth seats.


  Owen looked at his friends and smiled. "This night is about us."


  Jay patted him on the back. "It's okay. Maybe you'll get lucky with someone else."


  "No," Owen said and sat down in the seat Chase had occupied. He inhaled searching for the woodsy cologne. "I'm meeting him on Saturday."


  "What?" Jay said and slid into the booth next to Grace.


  "You have a date?" Grace smiled.


  "Yep." Owen looked down at the card in his hand. "At Hearty Boys Bakery. With one Mr. Chase Heart."


  "Wow," Jay said and fell back against the seat.


  "I think it's wonderful!" Grace clapped.


  "That's because you're an old married woman." Jay sighed. "All you breeders want to do is couple people up."


  "One day," Grace poked Jay in the chest, "you will find someone who makes your palms sweat and your heart race. Then you'll understand."


  Owen swallowed wrong and started coughing.


  "Honey, are you okay?" Grace reached across the table and patted the back of his hand.


  "Fine," he coughed again.


  "I'll get us some drinks." Jay started to get up.


  "Let's get out of here," Owen said. "Let's go hang out in Wildwood."


  Everyone agreed and stood up. Within minutes, they found Grace's car and piled in. They sang along to Scissor Sisters the entire drive back. Grace parked in the only available spot she could find, in front their neighborhood pizza place, Organically Thrown Pizza. The restaurant was packed as usual when they looked in the window. They waved at Ric, the owner, and headed down the sidewalk.


  Owen stopped in front of the old bakery. It was under construction. He looked up at the new sign, The Hearty Boys. He pulled Chase's business card out of his pocket and looked at it. No wonder he got up at five in the morning.


  "And now you put the pieces together," Grace hooked an arm in his. "Chase and his brother, Stuart, are The Hearty Boys."


  "I thought he was a caterer?" Owen glanced at her and then back at the building.


  "This is Chef Sexy's place?" Jay stepped up on the other side of Owen.


  "Yep," Grace said. "He used to be a chef and caterer. Now, he's specializing in cakes and pastries."


  "How did he cater your wedding without his place being open?" Jay peered into the window.


  "Ric let him use the kitchen at Organically Thrown." Grace pointed next door.


  "Inventive," Owen leaned in and peeked through the window. He couldn't see much, aside from some ladders and paint containers. Everything else was covered in drop cloths. He looked up at the sign again. His heart fluttered for a brief moment. He could get up early for this. Then he wondered why he thought that.


  "Hey, let's stop in my dad's café, and I'll make us some coffee." Jay started walking again. "We can take it down to the flat rock at the riverfront. And just hang out."


  "Sounds like a plan," Owen agreed.


  "I'm hooked on that tiramisu mocha your dad created," Grace said.


  They walked next door and went inside Greene Beans Café. They were instantly greeted by Jay's dad, Kelsey. The café was packed just like Organically Thrown. Owen wandered over to the bean roaster. He had always loved this place. It was an old church that Kelsey had renovated and turned into a local gathering place. The rich colors on the walls, the old, stained glass windows and exposed beams were comforting. Owen knew how much the café had inspired his artwork as a teenager. It really was good to be home.


  "Here's your Americano," Jay handed him a large cup.


  "Thanks." Owen looked at Jay. "I hope you don't hold yourself back when you're in London. Embrace it, yourself, and your life. Okay?"


  "Okay," Jay nodded.


  Grace joined them, looking very pleased as she lifted her coffee lid. "This is heaven in a cup."


  They took their usual route to the riverfront. As they passed the Broussard Center they each touched the corner of the building, a good luck charm they had made up when they were in third grade. It was second nature, but this time Owen watched his friends as they pressed their hands against the brick wall. When he did it, he let his hand feel the weather-worn brick, and the masonry layered between. Life was a series of layers, built on a sturdy foundation that can weather changes. Owen smiled and caught up with his friends.


  They sat on the riverbank until the sun rose. Each of them ran down the batteries on their phones playing music. They discussed every major event they had shared. They discussed their hopes and dreams for the future. Owen knew this was another layer of masonry that held his life together. Why had he made so many mistakes while he was at NYU?


  They dropped Jay off at home first. Saying goodbye wasn't as difficult as Owen had expected.


  Grace pulled up to Owen's house, and they were sitting in her parked car. "You okay?" he asked.


  "Yeah, it's weird. I'm really okay. It's like something changed, but it's good." She turned and smiled at him.


  "Ditto," he said and kissed her cheek. "Weekly coffee, Greene Beans, you and me." Owen pointed at her and then himself.


  "It's a date," she said.


  He closed the passenger door and watched her drive away.


  ****


  Saturday morning was on Owen's mind the rest of the week. When Friday arrived he was restless. He had avoided going over to peek in the windows of The Hearty Boys. And he hadn't been back to Richard's. Instead, he'd been working on a new project. His mom and Maman had cleaned out the old art studio in the attic for him to use. His maman had a new studio built for her own use in their backyard. He was grateful for the space and privacy. In a house with four kids and two moms, privacy was a premium.


  Owen kept checking the time. He'd been painting for hours. He decided to take a break. He headed straight for the kitchen. The house was amazingly quiet. His moms were in Europe for an art buying trip, his sisters were both doing internships out of state, and his younger brother was at a basketball camp.


  He plugged his iPod into the speaker system set up in the kitchen. Owen danced and searched the kitchen for food inspiration. Nothing. He stopped at the counter and stared out the window. He was nervous.


  His stomach growled. Deciding to go for easy, he loaded a plate with cheese and crackers. He discovered a container of Maman's ham and leek soup. He warmed some up. The soup reminded him of being a kid and Maman only speaking French. When he first heard her speak English, he was shocked. He had no idea she spoke both languages. The moms had to explain to him that Maman just wanted to make sure he and his siblings were fluent in French. It wasn't a magic trick.


  Owen cleaned up the kitchen and headed upstairs. It was seven o'clock, and he only had eleven hours until his date. "Date? Appointment?" he looked at the cat. "What do you think?"


  The cat jumped up on his bed and mewed. Then fell over, as if it were all too much, and began a thorough cleaning of her fur.


  "You're not much help," he said.


  When he looked at the time, he realized he had spent an hour debating jeans versus chinos. He grabbed the jeans and put the chinos back in the closet. Maybe he could waste another hour on shirt choices?


  When he was finally satisfied with his clothing, he didn't know what to do. Typically, he'd get on online and see if he could find a hook up. Or go out dancing and find a hook up. Or troll the NYU campus parties and find a hook up.


  He went back to the attic and worked on his painting. He finally found a rhythm and stopped checking the time obsessively. Unfortunately, when he did look at the time, it was after one in the morning. He cleaned his brushes and headed to the shower. He collapsed in bed still wet from his shower.


  Something was making a terrible sound. The alarm caused him to fall out of bed. He searched the floor. He had set his cell phone alarm and placed it across the room on purpose. Finally, he found it and turned the damn thing off. Seemed like a good idea last night. Now, though, he was cranky, tangled in his sheet and sprawled on the floor.


  Owen rubbed the sleep from his eyes and scrubbed his hands over his unshaven face. He looked at the time. Crap. It was after five. He had less than an hour to get ready. After he had finished brushing his teeth and shaving, he stared at his reflection.


  His hair was standing straight up on the left side. Great. He wet the unruly mess and smoothed some gel into it. Once he was satisfied, he stepped back and stared at himself. He'd always liked the striking contrast his almost black hair made with his porcelain skin and light green eyes. He looked at his right collar bone, his tattoo had healed completely, and it looked good. He hoped Chase liked tattoos. Of course, that could be assuming too much.


  Dressed and out the door at a quarter to six. He had time to walk to the bakery.


  When he arrived, there was a sandwich board sign out front that announced The Hearty Boys grand opening. There were tables and chairs outside that hadn't been there before. He hadn't known what to expect, so when he put a hand on the door and pushed, it opened. There was a jingle of brass bells attached to the handle.


  "Good morning," a young guy called out from behind the counter. Owen didn't recognize him. But, he was cute. This caused Owen to wonder if Chase or his brother made the hiring decisions.


  Before he continued that train of thought, he stopped dead in his tracks and looked around. The former Selanders Bakery had been mostly white on white. The interior was completely different now. The original brick work of the building made up the two side walls. The old acoustic ceiling had been gutted, in favor of exposed beams, with several well placed lamps hanging from long metal pipes. The wall behind the bakery counter was painted a deep forest green. Owen turned and looked at the few tables and chairs set up in the open area. Each table was inset with a glass panel on top of the wood. Owen looked at the tabletops, expecting art under the glass.


  "Some things are worth waking up for, apparently," Chase said from behind him.


  Owen smiled, and then turned around. "Your tables need something."


  "Yes," Chase said. "We're still working on the interior."


  "Nice music choice," Owen commented when he heard Rufus Wainwright.


  "Would you like some breakfast?" Chase hitched a thumb over his shoulder. "I can make us something. The kitchen is finally finished."


  "Lead the way," Owen said. When Chase turned around, Owen took a good look. Damn. The man had ditched the chef's whites. His ass was clad in well-worn jeans and topped off with a deep purple, tailored dress shirt. The sleeves were rolled up to his elbows. His dark brown hair brushed the collar of the shirt. Owen followed happily.


  As they passed the counter, the cute boy smiled and flashed Chase an iPad screen. "You've got a wedding cake appointment at eight. And your brother is coming in at nine with the contractor to look at the front window."


  "Thank you, Bradley." Chase opened the kitchen door. Owen had a momentary flashback to Grace's wedding when Chase had held the kitchen door open.


  "Wow," Owen said as he walked into the kitchen. Everything was new and state of the art. He raised his messenger bag strap over his head and set the bag on the prep table.


  "It's my dream kitchen, at least for work." Chase went to the walk-in and opened it. "I haven't found a permanent place to live yet, so the dream house kitchen is on the to-do list."


  "My dream house would have an art studio." Owen followed Chase, bumping into him and then backing up.


  "Separate from the main house?" Chase picked up a small basket of fresh berries. They came out of the walk-in. Owen noticed that Chase had already set everything up to cook breakfast. Chase leaned down and turned the flame on the burner. He set a pan over the flame and dropped some butter into the pan.


  "Yeah, Maman and Mom built a studio in our backyard last year. It's set up to get the most natural light possible. Electricity, a full bathroom, a small kitchen. I'm surprised Maman returns to the main house." Owen watched Chase toss ingredients into a pan.


  "Perhaps your maman returns for her lover?" Chase looked up and raised a brow.


  "We're getting ready to eat breakfast," Owen laughed. "But, you're right. My moms are still making with the lovey-dovey."


  Chase handed Owen the basket of berries and pointed to the sink. Owen took the basket and faced the sink. Chase stepped up behind him and turned the water on. Owen closed his eyes and inhaled Chase's cologne. He almost leaned back against Chase, but the man moved away.


  Owen washed the berries while Chase cooked. Chase passed a small metal strainer to Owen. He placed the berries in the strainer to drain. When he turned around, Chase was sliding something onto two plates. Owen picked up the berries and brought them to the table corner Chase had set up. Placed between the plates was a pitcher filled with orange juice and fruit pieces. There were two stools positioned close to each corner of the table.


  "Please," Chase pointed to one of the stools.


  Owen couldn’t recall ever having breakfast with anyone he was remotely interested in. Even if, he'd had them the night before. "Thanks," he said and sat down.


  "I hope you like frittata. It's simple but delicious." Chase sat down and filled their glasses.


  Owen picked up a fork. He was starving. He took a bite and closed his eyes. His mouth was filled with the most delicious eggs he'd ever tasted. After he had swallowed, he opened his eyes. Chase was watching him with a grin. "Oh, man, this is amazing." Owen said.


  "Bon," Chase nodded and began eating.


  "Tres bon," Owen replied, and took another bite. He had slipped into French without thinking. His suspicions must be right about Chase's accent.


  Their conversation went from notable things about Wildwood to art to pop culture. Owen enjoyed how Chase focused on him when he was talking. He kept noticing little things, like the way Chase laid his fork down between every bite of food. Or when his fingers lingered on his glass after setting it down. Sometimes, when Chase laughed, he would put his hand to his heart.


  "What brought you to Wildwood?" Owen asked.


  "Family friends live here. We had visited a few times, and I considered opening something downtown." Chase refilled their glasses. "I never found the right location. Then, Selanders decided to retire. My friends called me. They knew I wanted to get out of the restaurant business and suggested I look at the bakery."


  "Where were you living before?" Owen took the last bite of his frittata.


  "Montreal," Chase said.


  "So, you're Canadian."


  "Canadian-American. I was born in Quebec, but I lived in Detroit until I started high school." Chase smiled. "My mother passed away when I was in middle school. Our father, who is this amazing blue-collar guy, was worried about me and Stuart. We had been outed by a school bully right after our mother's funeral. Our dad thought it might be best if we lived in Montreal where the community was more accepting."


  "He didn't go with you?" Owen tried to imagine what Chase's life had been like.


  "No, our grandmother needed taking care of. She wouldn't move. Dad stayed in Detroit." Chase smiled again and placed his hand over Owen's. "It wasn't that bad. We saw our dad a lot. I have a difficult time putting into words how great he is."


  "I understand." Owen nodded, relishing the fact that Chase hadn't moved his hand away. "My moms have dealt with their fair share of issues. It's not easy living differently, even in a place like Wildwood. We're fine within the safety of our own neighborhood, but vacations were always a riot. And I mean that in a funny, comedy-of-errors way. My family has a great sense of humor."


  They had eaten all of the berries while they talked. Owen felt disappointed that breakfast was over. He was hoping that this wasn't the end of the date. If it was a date. He helped Chase clean up the kitchen. They sat back down and continued talking.


  Bradley appeared periodically to ask Chase questions. Owen watched Chase handle every inquiry with patience. Once or twice, he had to step out to speak with a customer. Owen was surprised he didn't feel out of place at all. He happily waited in the kitchen. Imagining what it would be like to do his studying while Chase baked. He could set up his laptop, and work on papers or read books for his classes. Maybe Chase would have him taste bits of what he was baking.


  He quickly jumped back to reality when Chase returned from the front counter again. "I hope you're not bored," Chase asked as he set a plate of something chocolate and delicious on the table.


  "Out of my mind." Owen looked at the chocolate dessert. "What is that?"


  "Chocolate Chili Cake. The triple threat." Chase handed Owen a fork. Their fingers brushed, and Owen felt his heart pound.


  Bradley returned at the wrong moment, but at least this time he had two coffees from Greene Beans. Chase thanked him and handed one to Owen.


  "Thanks," Owen took the cup and inhaled. He watched Chase slide the plate towards him. Owen took a bite and almost moaned. "Delicious. The bite of the chili is soothed by the richness of the chocolate."


  Chase was watching him eat. He seemed lost in his own thoughts. He looked away and said, "I have to meet with my wedding cake clients in a few minutes," He set his coffee cup down and leaned against the table. "I'd like you to stay, but if you have things to do, I don't want to keep you."


  "You could keep me with this cake," Owen smiled and took another bite. He followed it with the coffee. "I don't have any plans today, but I don't want to get in the way."


  "Why don't we move out to the front of the shop? I've got some of my bakers coming in to work. It will get noisy and messy back here."


  "Okay," Owen said. He looked down to finish off the cake, but he already had.


  Chase swiftly cleared the dishes away. Owen grabbed his coffee cup and messenger bag. He followed Chase to the front of the shop. It was getting busy out front too. Bradley and a girl were behind the counter now. Most of the tables were filled with customers. Chase pointed to a table in the corner. "That table is reserved for cake consultations. Do you mind sitting with me while I meet with clients?"


  "Not at all," Owen smiled.


  "I'll be there in a minute. I just need to plate the cake samples."


  Owen took the seat closest to the window, with his back to the brick wall. He could see everything from this vantage point. He watched Chase behind the counter. Owen smiled when he figured out Chase wouldn't be coming to join him until the appointment showed up. The counter was so busy, Chase was helping customers. Owen watched him for a while longer. He moved gracefully, as if his body had memorized where everything was located.


  Feeling inspired, Owen took his sketch book and pencils out of his bag. He flipped through a few pages and laid the pad on the table. He searched out a favorite pencil and started drawing. He got comfortable and repositioned the sketch pad. When he was done, the scene of the busy counter covered the page. He looked around and saw Chase heading to the table. Owen tore the page out of the pad.


  "Opening Day," Owen handed it to Chase. "A gift. In exchange for breakfast and triple threat cake."


  "It's amazing," Chase gazed at the drawing. "It's really beautiful, thank you."


  "You're welcome," Owen felt his heart thump in his chest. He had to swallow a lump in his throat before he could look at Chase again.


  "I'm going to put it in my office for safe keeping. I'll be right back."


  Owen leaned back and stretched. His thoughts were all over the place. He felt both relaxed and nervous. His heart raced every time Chase came near him. He'd felt attracted to plenty of guys, but nothing like this.


  The crowd was thinning, and the shop became quieter. Owen noticed two men holding hands come through the door. The bells jingled, and Bradley greeted them. Chase came out from the kitchen and shook their hands. He pointed to the table where Owen was sitting, the two men nodded. Chase came around the bakery case and led them to the table where Owen was sitting.


  "Dave and Cole, this is Owen." Chase set the iPad he had been holding on the table. He put a hand on Owen's shoulder. Owen felt a tingle all the way to his toes.


  Owen stood up and shook hands with Dave and Cole. "Nice to meet you."


  Everyone sat down. Owen watched and listened. Chase described the cakes as he showed the two men pictures on the iPad. He explained the cake, filling, and icing choices. The couple nodded and asked questions. Owen found he was fascinated by the cake designs as Chase scrolled through the pictures. They were mini architectural masterpieces. Owen began deconstructing how they were built. He considered the weight and balance of the cake, with and without filling. He snapped his attention back to the table when Cole let out a sound of delight.


  The two men were interesting. Dave was the more sedate of the two. He asked the technical questions. Cole was more animated and wanted to know about design and flavor. Chase left the table for a minute and came back with cake samples. The two men smiled as they tasted, consulting with one another on flavor combinations.


  "There are so many things to do, and so many decisions to make," Cole said.


  "It's going to be our day," Dave put an arm around him. "Whatever you want, we'll make it happen."


  "I've never been so nervous in my life. I just want to get this over with and go on our honeymoon!" Cole leaned against Dave.


  Chase smiled. "You have no idea how many times I've heard that."


  "Really?" Cole looked relieved. "I'd never truly skip the big day. But it's so overwhelming."


  "I promise you'll be fine," Chase sat back. "I've catered hundreds of weddings. In the end, it all works out. You get married to the one person you adore above all others. Nothing else matters."


  Owen couldn't help but smile. Then his stomach did somersaults, as Chase's thigh brushed up against his. There had been subtle touches all morning. Owen couldn't figure out if it was deliberate, or if Chase was just one of those touchy-feely people. Owen's family was always hugging, or piling up together to watch movies. His mind wandered to cuddling up with Chase and watching movies. He imagined fitting perfectly into Chase's arms.


  Chair legs scraped across the floor, and Owen looked around. Dave, Cole, and Chase were standing up and shaking hands. Owen quickly stood up and shook their hands. The two men left the table, stopped at the bakery counter, and handed their order form to Bradley.


  Owen was about to say something when the door opened, and Chase's brother walked in. He was followed by a rough, muscular man with a clipboard. Owen watched as the bear went to work. He pulled a laser measuring device from his pocket and began sizing the window.


  Owen returned his attention to Chase and his brother, Stuart. The brothers were locked in a hug. Stuart lifted his head and gazed at Owen. He whispered something to Chase. Owen heard the lilting French, but couldn't make out exactly what was said. Stuart's gaze trailed over Owen, sizing him up. Owen felt like Stuart had an inner laser for measuring up men, similar to his own.


  "I would've been here earlier, but you know, I don't do early." Stuart said to Chase as they let go of one another.


  Owen felt his insides twist. He had said something similar to Chase at Richard's.


  "Stuart, this is Owen Kennedy." Chase stepped out of the way.


  "Hi, bunny." Stuart winked at Owen, and then turned his attention back to Chase and said, "It looks like you've been busy. Bradley is refilling the case, and Colena is cleaning off every table in here." Stuart grinned.


  "We had a wedding cake order." Chase waved to Dave and Cole who were walking past the front window.


  "Exactly what we were hoping for," Stuart nodded.


  "Can we get the UV window?" Chase pointed to the contractor.


  "If he says we can, then your wish will be my command." Stuart motioned to the contractor. They went outside and pointed at the window and the awning.


  "This won't take long." Chase turned to Owen. "I'm sorry for all the interruptions."


  "I'm good," Owen said.


  The contractor left, and Stuart came back inside. "You'll have a new window next week," Stuart paced a few steps and turned back to Chase. Owen watched the brothers have some kind of silent understanding. A cell phone beeped, and Stuart pulled a phone from his pocket.


  "Did you book a flight back to Montreal?" Chase asked and put a hand on his brother's arm.


  "Yes." Stuart had been busy texting on his phone. He looked up and slipped the phone into his pocket. "I leave tomorrow night. We're still on for tonight, right?"


  Stuart began speaking rapidly in French, about Owen. Chase started laughing. He was laughing so hard he had to sit down. Owen knew exactly what Stuart had said, but he didn't give anything away. Instead, Owen just smiled. Stuart was staring at his brother.


  "What is so freakin' funny?" Stuart shook his head.


  "I speak fluent French," Owen said, because Chase was still losing it. And then, Owen laughed. "You have a vivid imagination."


  "Merci," Stuart said. He wasn't the least concerned that Owen had understood the entire conversation.


  "After all of that," Chase stopped laughing, "would you be interested in joining me, and my inappropriate brother, for dinner? We're meeting a bunch of friends at Organically Thrown to celebrate the grand opening."


  "We're going to Richard's after dinner." Stuart winked at Owen. "I hope you'll come, bunny. After the way my brother described your dancing, I'd like to see you in action."


  Owen raised his brows at Chase. "Really? What did you tell him?"


  Chase shrugged.


  Stuart patted his brother's shoulder. "Every detail, bunny."


  "Why do you keep calling me bunny?" Owen looked at Stuart.


  Chase almost toppled out of his chair laughing again. "That's my fault," he said between laughs.


  "Do I want to know?" Owen smiled. He was pretty sure he knew what the reference was.


  "Are you going to be my date tonight?" Chase stood up.


  "Yes," Owen replied.


  "Well, I'm glad that's settled. I'll meet you at Organically Thrown at seven." Stuart patted Chase's cheek. "Later, bunny," he said to Owen as he walked out the door.


  Owen took a breath and processed what had just happened. Then he felt his heart race as Chase stepped closer. Owen said, "I should probably go home and feed the cat." He turned to grab his messenger bag, but Chase took his hand. Owen felt his chest tighten, and his cheeks get warm.


  "Slow down," Chase said. He was running his thumb over Owen's pulse point on his wrist.


  "Okay," Owen exhaled. He turned back around and looked up.


  Owen forgot where he was, everything faded in the background. Chase slipped his other hand along Owen's jaw, under his ear, to the back of his neck. Shock waves were running along Owen's spine. He tried to ignore the butterflies in his stomach as Chase pulled him closer. Everything was about to change, and he almost pushed Chase away.


  Chase must have sensed Owen's flight response. He leaned down and kissed him. His strong hand held the back of Owen's head. Chase's other hand let go of Owen's, and slipped to the small of his back. Owen stopped thinking and closed his eyes. He opened to Chase and experienced an explosion of his senses. Chase tasted like coffee, chocolate, and caramel. Owen wrapped his arms around Chase and clutched at his shirt beneath his shoulder blades.


  Owen felt every ripple of Chase's muscles as the kiss went deeper. He ran his hand down Chase's back, mapping each inch until his hands were on his hips. He tugged Chase closer. Owen's back pressed against the brick wall. Chase had slipped his hand into the back of Owen's jeans. Owen made a small noise. Chase drew back and smiled.


  Owen wasn't sure he could breathe. He was positive he couldn't walk. His legs were like jelly. He leaned against the wall and ran a hand through his hair. Once his heart stopped trying to hammer its way out of his chest, he looked up. "When can we do that again?"


  Chase burst into laughter. He picked up Owen's messenger bag and held it out for him. Owen managed to stand without falling over, and lifted the strap over his head. Chase placed a hand on Owen's chest. "Go. Feed your cat."


  "Exactly what I was thinking," Owen said.


  "Can I pick you up at six-thirty?" Chase asked.


  Owen laughed. "You want to attend your grand opening celebration?"


  "Right. Let's meet here at six forty-five." Chase took Owen's hand and walked him outside. "See you tonight." He kissed his cheek.


  Owen was down the street, and out of sight, when he put his t-shirt to his nose and inhaled Chase's cologne. "Holy fuck," he said.


  ****


  Owen wasn't sure what he had been doing all afternoon, except replaying that kiss over and over in his head. He had fed the cat. He tried to paint, he started some laundry, and he emailed Jay. Now, he was sitting in the den staring at a dark television screen.


  He thought about his time at NYU and how much of it he had wasted, trying to experience the club scene. He never had a relationship while he was there. His heart had been broken before he left for college. New York had been his therapy. Why spend money on talking when he could be fucking?


  He got up and looked at a picture of his family. He picked up the frame. The picture was taken three years ago. It was his high school graduation, and he was flanked by his moms and siblings. He set the frame down and went up the stairs.


  The summer before he left for college had been so awful, he'd only been too happy to leave Wildwood. He had come home for obligatory holiday breaks but kept busy during the summer ones. This was his first time back home, for any extended period of time. When he explained to his moms that he just wasn't happy at NYU, they were worried, but understanding.


  He remembered making arrangements to transfer and leave the college. His academic professors were far more understanding than his studio art professors. He knew he was taking a huge step, in a different direction, in the art world. Mostly, he wanted to find some kind of balance between having fun and accomplishing something worthwhile. He had embraced NY in its bathroom stalls, alleyways, and nightclubs.


  He opened his closet and took out a favorite pair of black skinny jeans. He pushed the hangers back and forth looking for a shirt. Realizing the shirt he wanted was probably sitting in the washer. He ran to the laundry room and searched the wet clothes. He found it and tossed it in the dryer.


  When he got back to his room, his cell phone was laying on his bed, ringing. He picked it up.


  "Hi, Gracie."


  "Hi, honey," she said. "I just wanted to find out how the thing went this morning."


  Owen smiled. "It was good."


  "Good?" she laughed.


  "Amazing!" He gave her all the details and listened as she screamed in his ear. "And then we kissed."


  He had to move the phone away from his head. Grace had an ear piercing scream if the conditions were right. He put the phone back when things got quiet.


  "I'm getting ready to go out with him tonight. I'm going to his grand opening celebration dinner and then dancing." Owen smiled again. He looked at the clock across the room. He still had an hour to get ready.


  "Oh. My. God." she was saying over and over. "Oh, honey! I'll be at Organically Thrown tonight. I can't wait to see you together."


  "Grace," Owen hesitated. "Please, don't squee when you see us."


  "Owen Kennedy! I will be perfectly normal."


  "That's what I'm worried about," Owen laughed.


  "I love you," she said.


  "Love you, too." He hung up the phone.


  Owen took a shower and dried his hair. He watched the mirror as it cleared from the steam. He stared at his reflection. He smiled and then started laughing at himself, because he couldn't stop smiling.


  He debated on his briefs. He went for the Alexander McQueen's skull print. He tugged on his Levi's skinny jeans when he remembered his shirt was in the dryer. He jogged to the laundry room and opened the dryer. Thankfully, the shirt had dried. He went back to his room and looked at his cologne. He sprayed himself with Chanel Bleu. He turned his t-shirt right side out and slipped it over his head. It was a slim-fit, charcoal grey, V-neck. His new tattoo peeked out from underneath the shirt collar.


  He searched for shoes and a belt. He slipped his bare feet into a favorite pair of red, Tom Ford loafers. He cuffed his jeans and then slipped the belt through the loops. He stopped in front of his dresser and looked in the mirror. He picked up a favorite silver Mobius strip bracelet. His moms had bought it for him in Spain. He slipped it onto his wrist.


  It was too hot for a jacket, so he grabbed a fitted black dress shirt off a hanger. He stuffed one of his pockets with condoms. He grabbed his phone, wallet, keys, and filled his other pockets while running down the stairs. He stopped at the hall mirror and slipped his arms into the dress shirt. He rolled the sleeves up to his elbows. He smoothed the front of the shirt.


  He was as ready as he was going to be. He had fifteen minutes. No time to change his mind. Now that the chaos of getting dressed had worn off, he was nervous again. He raised his phone in the air and took a picture of his outfit. He sent it to Grace. He paced while he waited. His phone beeped. He read the overwhelming approval text.


  He stepped outside and locked the front door. He checked the time on his phone. Ten minutes. He had time to walk. One of the amenities of living in Wildwood was being able to walk everywhere.


  At six forty-five, he was standing in at the front door of The Hearty Boys Bakery. Most of the lights were off. The door was locked. He looked around to see if Chase was coming up the street. He saw lots of familiar faces heading inside Organically Thrown Pizza, but no Chase. He turned back around to knock on the door when a tall figure came from the kitchen. Owen took a deep breath as Chase came into view.


  "Sorry, I was on a business call," Chase held the door open. "I hope you weren't waiting long."


  "No, I just got here." Owen stepped inside.


  He turned and looked at Chase. And all he could think was, yummy. Chase was dressed in tight dark jeans, a fitted crisp white dress shirt, and a black suit jacket. Owen wanted to stare at him, as much as he wanted to peel every layer of clothing off of him. Owen let his gaze travel up to those dark chocolate eyes. Chase's smile lit up his whole face.


  He was checking Owen out too. "You look amazing, hot, sexy," Chase said and grabbed Owen. "It's going to be a long night."


  Owen felt like he was melting as Chase embraced him. He reached an arm up and wrapped it around Chase's neck. "You look as if you need to be undressed."


  "Later," Chase mumbled as his lips crashed against Owen's.


  When they separated, Chase cupped Owen's face. "Thanks for being my date tonight."


  Owen felt his throat tighten. He couldn't speak, so he nodded. Chase opened the front door. Owen walked outside and waited, while Chase set the alarm and locked up. Chase tossed an arm over Owen's shoulder, and they walked next door to Organically Thrown.


  Chase pulled the door open, and put his other hand on the small of Owen's back. Owen smiled at the gesture and walked inside. Then he was overwhelmed as the restaurant erupted in greetings for Chase. The place was packed with people he had known his whole life, and some he'd never met before.


  Chase wrapped an arm around him. Then he leaned down and whispered, "We'll stick together."


  Owen nodded again, still unable to speak. Stuart walked up to them. "Bunny!" he exclaimed and hauled Owen into a bear hug.


  "Ignore him," Chase laughed.


  "We've got a table over here," Stuart said and led them through the restaurant. They stopped where several tables had been fitted together for a large crowd.


  "Hi, honey," Grace stood up and bussed Owen's cheeks. "You look smokin' hot," she whispered.


  "You look stunning as always," Owen kissed her.


  Chase pulled out the chair next to Grace, and motioned for Owen to sit down. "Thank you." Owen raised his brows secretly at Grace.


  "Oh, God." Grace covered her mouth. "He's such a gentleman."


  "I hope not," Owen whispered.


  Grace burst out laughing. "You can't say these things if you want me to behave."


  Chase leaned down between them and kissed Grace's cheek. "You look lovely," he said and smiled. "And well-behaved women rarely make history."


  They all laughed at the quote. Chase took a seat on the other side of Owen. Stuart sat across the table directly in front of Owen. Stuart winked as he picked up his wine glass. His Rolex slipped out from under the cuff of his shirt as he played with his glass. Owen frowned at Stuart and turned his attention to Chase.


  Chase was immersed in a conversation with Pierre Broussard, who was sitting on the other side of him. Owen smiled at Pierre. He'd known the man since he was an infant. Pierre had helped restore Wildwood. Over the years, he bought every piece of commercial property in their neighborhood. He had even donated the old mill to the community. It was renovated and turned into the Broussard Community Center. Owen couldn't think of Wildwood without thinking of Pierre.


  A waitress stopped behind Owen with options for red or white wine. Chase slipped his hand onto Owen's thigh and squeezed. Owen opted for the cold white wine. He needed to cool off. A group of servers started placing appetizers on the table.


  Owen wasn't sure if he could eat, until he spied the signature spinach-artichoke flatbread with pesto. He slid a few pieces on his plate, and then put some on Chase's plate. Chase was still chatting with Pierre. Owen watched as Chase absently picked up a piece of the flatbread and ate it.


  "Honey, that was too sweet." Grace leaned over and was whispering. "You're sympatico."


  Owen took a sip of his wine. Chase's hand was moving up his thigh. He tried not to spill his drink. He set his glass down and looked at the group around the table. Familiar faces, a familiar restaurant, but he didn't feel familiar to himself. Yet, he was happy. He imagined more nights like this with Chase. Dinner with other couples and the annual community events Wildwood was so fond of organizing.


  Pizzas were delivered to the table, as appetizers were cleared away. Chase took his hand off Owen's leg and wrapped it around his shoulders. He touched his head to Owen's. "Having fun?" he asked.


  "Yeah," Owen smiled. He recognized he was having fun. "I am."


  They ate, and Grace regaled Chase with some of Owen's less than stellar teenage exploits. Owen interrupted Grace a few times to point out that she was no angel. When Grace got to what they referred to as the "eyeliner experience," Chase was holding a hand to his chest and laughing hysterically.


  "We were fifteen years old," Owen said between laughs. "Jay and I thought we could get into Richard's if we dressed up."


  "I have pictures," Grace said. "Raccoons have less black around their eyes."


  "Okay, that's it." Owen put a hand over Grace's mouth. "You are cut off from saying anything else for the rest of the evening."


  Grace mimed with her hands "call me" to Chase.


  "I bet you look sexy with eyeliner," Chase winked.


  Owen really needed to get a heart replacement at this point. Chase's voice in his ear was causing him to check his pulse again. What was wrong with him? Usually, he was the pursuer. Owen cleared his thoughts and leaned over. He placed a kiss behind Chase's ear. Then he whispered, "An eyeliner experience is in your future."


  Chase coughed. Obviously, he had swallowed his wine wrong. Owen grinned, pleased with the reaction. Across the table Stuart was watching, he made bunny ears with his fingers and winked.


  "More wine," a server asked from behind him.


  "No, thank you." Owen wanted to be clear headed the rest of the night.


  Plates were being removed from the table, and people were saying their goodnights. Chase stood up and hugged Pierre. Owen stood up as Pierre stepped around Chase. Pierre hugged Owen. "It's good to see you," he said.


  "You too," Owen said as they stepped apart.


  Chase put an arm around Owen. They watched Pierre and several people leave. Chase kept shaking hands as people passed. Owen received hugs from people he knew. Grace stepped up and kissed his cheek.


  "Have fun at Richard's," she said. "I haven't seen you looking this happy in a long time."


  "Thanks." He took her hand. "Let me walk you to your car."


  "We'll all go," Chase said and headed towards the door.


  Stuart was settling the bill as they went outside. "I'll meet you at Richard's," he called out as they passed.


  Grace had a premium spot in front of Organically Thrown. "Not much of a walk," she laughed.


  "Good night." Owen hugged her. Chase kissed her cheek.


  Grace unlocked her car and looked up. Some emotion crossed her face, and she grinned. "It's a beautiful night," she said. Owen suspected she was thinking something entirely different.


  Grace drove away, and Chase led them to the parking lot behind the bakery. They came around the corner of the building, and Owen gaped at the car. It was a red vintage Ferrari.


  "My weakness," Chase said as he led Owen to the passenger side. Owen was so stunned he didn't say anything.


  Chase pressed the entire length of his body against Owen's. He reached down and unlocked the door as Owen stared at him. Chase flashed a smile and leaned down. He kissed Owen's neck, his ear, his temple, and then he pressed a kiss to his lips. Owen closed his eyes and slipped his hands around Chase, inside his suit jacket. He ran a hand along Chase's side as their lips parted and tongues met. He could taste the red wine Chase had been drinking.


  Chase inhaled deeply. "You smell amazing." Chase opened the car door and Owen got in.


  Chase walked around the car, opened the driver's side, and took his jacket off. He folded it and put it behind his seat. Owen smiled. Chase settled behind the wheel and started the car.


  Owen was checking out the interior details of the car. "She's beautiful," he said.


  "My dad is an auto mechanic. Vintage cars are a specialty. He restored this one and gave it to me for my twenty-first birthday." Chase shifted gears and hit the gas.


  "I like your dad's sense of style," Owen said.


  They arrived downtown in record time. Chase pulled into the parking garage and found a space. He got out of the car and came around to the passenger side. "You don't have to do that," Owen said as the car door swung open.


  "I like doing this." He smiled and leaned against the top of the door.


  Owen got out of the car. They stood there for a minute staring at each other. Owen took off the dress shirt he had put on for dinner and tossed it into the car. "Won't need that inside Richard's," he said.


  Chase smiled and undid his cufflinks. He slipped the links into his pocket. He began unbuttoning his shirt, and Owen sucked in a breath. Chase yanked the tail of his shirt out of his jeans and finished unbuttoning. He peeled the shirt off and tossed it on top of Owen's. Owen followed the white shirt as it landed. He turned back, and Chase was wearing a body hugging white tank top. Every muscle was clearly visible on his toned body, as well as the pierced nipples. Owen thought he might pass out.


  "Ready?" Chase put out his hand.


  "Oh yeah," Owen grabbed Chase's hand.


  Chase locked the car and set the alarm. They walked hand in hand until they reached the sidewalk. Chase tugged Owen close and wrapped an arm around him. The music from Richard's was pounding through the walls as they got closer to the entrance. There was a long line. Chase led them past the line to the front door. A huge bouncer in a leather vest nodded, and they went inside.


  Owen danced into the crowd and dragged Chase with him. Once they were near the middle of the dance floor, Owen turned around. He grabbed Chase's belt loops and tugged him closer. Chase put his hand on top of Owen's head. He slowly slipped his hand down the back of Owen's head to his neck. They danced with their gazes locked for several songs. Then Chase grabbed his shoulders and turned him around. Chase pressed up hard against Owen.


  Owen tilted his head back. Chase kissed him. His hand slid across Owen's stomach and began inching his shirt out of his jeans and up his torso. Owen raised his arms as Chase slipped his shirt over his head. Chase tucked the shirt into the back of Owen's jeans.


  Owen turned around and raised Chase's arms in the air. He slid his hands along the length of Chase's arms, down his sides, and pushed his shirt up slowly. Over his stomach, his abs, revealing his chest and nipple rings. Owen sucked one ring into his mouth as he inched the shirt higher. Chase yanked his shirt over his head.


  They kissed. Owen ran his hands through Chase's hair. The music was pounding, and Owen's heart matched the beat. They had danced to a few more songs before Owen noticed that he hadn't been looking around at all. He was completely focused on the man in front of him. He laughed.


  Chase moved closer and ground their hips together. A hand slipped into the back of Owen's jeans. Owen didn't know how much more of this he could take. He ran his hands up to Chase's neck, they started kissing again. This time, Chase pushed up against him harder, Owen held on tight to Chase's neck as he pushed back. Chase's arms slid down and grabbed his ass. Owen groaned.


  "Time to go," Chase said, as they came up for air.


  "Definitely," Owen nodded.


  They didn't see Stuart until they left the dance floor. He was chatting up some hottie at a table. "Bunny!" he called out and waved them over.


  Chase grabbed Owen's shirt out of the back of his jeans and handed it to him. Owen grinned and pulled his shirt over his head as they joined Stuart. Chase didn't put his shirt on. He stood right behind Owen and wrapped an arm across the front of his chest.


  "You two have been burning up the dance floor," Stuart said.


  Chase leaned over and spoke in French. He thanked Stuart for the celebration dinner and told him that he'd see him in the morning. Stuart smiled and hugged his brother with Owen sandwiched in the middle. Owen half expected Stuart to cop a feel, but he didn’t. Stuart stepped back and stared at them.


  "I knew this move to Wildwood was going to be good for you," Stuart said. He waved them off and returned to hooking up with the hottie.


  Owen followed Chase as he dragged him through the crowd. He looked back over his shoulder at Stuart. That could be him in a few years, he thought. He turned his head back and looked at Chase in front of him. Or he could try a different path.


  He imagined coming to Richard's regularly as a couple. Hanging on his man as they danced and giving other guys the evil eye. They were outside when Owen looked around. Chase was slipping his shirt over his head. Cat calls and whistles erupted from the line waiters. Owen smiled when Chase tossed his arm over his shoulder. They walked past the line to the garage park. Several guys propositioned them.


  Chase pointed over at a deliciously hot one. "Interested?"


  "Not tonight," Owen said.


  "Not opposed?" Chase raised his brows.


  "Not opposed." Owen winked.


  "Well then, a three way is in your future," Chase laughed.


  "We seem to be making a list of future plans," Owen commented as they reached the car.


  "Is that a problem?" Chase clicked the car alarm off and opened the passenger door.


  "No, actually it's a solution." Owen picked up the dress shirts and got in the car.


  Chase shut the door and was in the driver's seat before Owen had time to think. Chase quickly drove to the stoplight. "My apartment is right around the corner," Chase said and turned right. He stopped in front of a renovated building that had been converted to loft apartments a few years ago. He steered the car into another parking garage. As soon as Chase put the car in park Owen was out of the car. He was too keyed up to sit still.


  They got in the elevator. Taking opposite sides they stared at each other. Chase pressed a button. The elevator started going up. Owen leaned against the wall and ran a hand through his hair. Chase tilted his head to the side and smiled. "Elevator sex is going on the list."


  Owen was about to burst out of his jeans. He let his head fall back, and the elevator stopped. He sent up a silent thanks to the gods of elevators. Chase grabbed his arm and towed him into the hallway. Owen looked around. The hallway was fairly standard and plain.


  Chase was unlocking a door. It swung open, and Owen was pushed through it. Chase was pulling Owen's shirt over his head. He kicked the door shut with his foot. His mouth fell over Owen's, and they were kissing. Chase backed him against the door and locked it without losing tongue contact.


  Owen was tugging at Chase's shirt. They backed off, so Chase could pull his shirt over his head. Owen put his arms around Chase's neck and jumped up. Chase held onto his ass. Owen wrapped his legs around his waist.


  He carried him through the apartment and down a hallway. A few ambient lights were on, but Owen wasn’t paying much attention to his surroundings. Chase opened a door, and they went in. The door closed, and Owen looked around. There was a huge platform bed covered in deep red. Chase lowered Owen to his feet.


  Chase ran a finger over Owen's collar bone and his tattoo. "I love this," he said. "Ars Longa, Vita Brevis." He read the quote out loud and then translated it. "Art is long, life is short."


  "It was my farewell to New York tattoo," Owen said.


  "The script is beautiful." Chase ran his finger over it again. "Did you design it?"


  Owen nodded. He couldn't think while Chase was trailing his fingers up his neck and into his hair. "I want you," Owen finally said turning his head to rest in Chase's large hand.


  Chase kissed his forehead, and his hand slid down Owen's arms to his hip. Chase's fingers lingered along the top of Owen's jeans, he undid the belt buckle. Owen closed his eyes, listening to the sounds. Owen opened his eyes, and Chase unzipped his pants and pushed them down his thighs. Chase dropped down to his knees. He helped Owen slip his shoes off and step out of his jeans. Owen looked down. Chase kissed his straining erection. Owen let out a moan.


  Chase pushed him back onto the bed. He undid his own belt and took his shoes off. Owen watched as Chase slid his jeans and briefs down his thighs and let them fall to the floor. He was completely naked. His uncut cock stood straight and perfect. He had inherited a very generous endowment.


  "You're stunning," Owen said.


  "Your turn," Chase pointed at Owen's briefs.


  Owen hitched his thumb under the band and slowly lowered them. Chase groaned as Owen pushed them further down. Chase jumped on the bed, yanked the briefs down Owen's legs, and tossed them to the floor.


  "Beautiful," Chase kissed the tip of Owen's cock. He flicked his tongue over the head.


  "Yes," Owen exhaled, arching his hips off the bed.


  Chase sat up and positioned himself between Owen's legs. He leaned down and took the entire length into his mouth. He came up swirling his tongue around the tip. Then he slid his hand under Owen's sac and lifted; his mouth went down again. Owen's cock was in some kind of heaven. He was positive this was where all cocks must go when they die.


  "Oh, fuck," Owen said.


  Chase lifted his head and laughed. "Soon." He reached over to the nightstand and grabbed the lube and some condoms. His mouth quickly returned to its ministrations. Owen tried to keep still, but he couldn't. Chase pressed a hand on Owen's stomach. Owen relaxed only to have his eyes pop open again as Chase deep throated him.


  Owen heard the cap of the lube pop open. He relaxed and bent his knees. Chase slid his fingers slowly into Owen's hole. He continued to swirl his tongue up down the length of Owen's cock as he pumped his fingers in and out of Owen's ass.


  "Now," Owen grabbed Chase's head and pulled him off his cock. "Fuck me, now."


  Chase tore open a condom and slipped it on. He sat up and lifted Owen's legs over his shoulders. He put an arm on the bed. Owen watched the expression on Chase's face as he slid inside, ever so slowly. Owen relaxed, and Chase slid all the way in. "Yes," Owen said, as he lifted his hips.


  Chase smiled as he looked down. "You feel better than I ever imagined."


  Owen pushed his hips up again, and Chase didn't waste any time. He drew back and pushed in slowly, letting Owen's muscles adjust. Then he picked up the pace. He slammed Owen hard against the bed. They were kissing and biting as Chase pounded and Owen responded.


  Owen was noisier than he'd ever remembered. Chase wrapped a hand around Owen's cock and started pumping with each thrust. Owen put his hand over Chase's. He arched his back. "Oh, fuck, fuck, fuck," he said.


  Chase said, "Come with me."


  Owen exploded, and Chase yelled. He slowed his pace and stopped, before he carefully pulled out. They laid there unmoving for a few minutes. Owen heard Chase pull the condom off and toss it into a trash can near the bed.


  Owen was trying to catch his breath, when Chase laughed and said, "We have to do this a lot."


  "Did you just add something infinite to the list?" Owen turned his head to look at Chase.


  "Yes," Chase said and tucked them into the bedding. "You better get to sleep. Five in the morning is early." He threw an arm over Owen, pressed his body against him, and inhaled deeply.


  "Depends on what you're waking up for," Owen said and closed his eyes.


  THE END


  Author's Note


  This story is an adult spinoff from The Ravens Crossing (TRC), a YA LGBTQ project Andi Lea co-created with two other published authors, Amanda Corlies and West Thornhill. Each storyline at TRC is the work of each individual author, but all stories work together in an overall story arc that is set within a shared fictional world. If you enjoyed this story and are intrigued by Wildwood and the cameo characters at Hearty Boys Bakery, you can read more about them over at TRC, where new stories post for free six days a week.


  


  Author Bio: Andi Lea (rhymes with tea) spent her youth in Southern California near the Pacific Ocean somewhere between Disneyland and Hollywood. As an adult, she traveled across North America like a gypsy, with three plucky kids. Andi returned to college and earned a degree in American Culture and Gender Studies. Currently, she is living in the mid-Atlantic nestled between the Appalachians and Washington, DC. She shares her home with three kids, three cats, one dog, and a cast of characters in her head.


  Independently published in elementary school, Andi gave away copies of her first hand-bound books to friends and family. In the late nineties, Andi and a few writer pals began entertaining readers for free online. After several years of uncommercial choices, she is now publishing for pay. Ideally, she'll make gobs of money.


  Never one to shy away from new experiences Andi has worked in the entertainment industry, a domestic violence shelter, owned her own business, was a beauty school drop-out, and held several other odd jobs. Shucking the day job routine, Andi has been able to devote herself to writing full-time. Currently she is channeling her creative energies into writing and publishing adventurous fiction with happy endings. Enjoy her daily musings, shenanigans, and thoughts about writing at http://andi-lea.com. You can read her YA LGBT series at http://www.theravenscrossing.org/.You can also find Andi at Facebook, Twitter and Goodreads


  ****


  HELPFUL PAWS


  by Elyse Night


  [image: ]


  [image: ]


  [image: ]


  This is Priscilla. My friend eloped with his bitch girlfriend and left Priscilla to me. Unfortunately, I think she is about to deliver puppies. I know nothing about girls and nothing about dogs, but don't think she can deliver on her own. I need help fast! My neighbor, Dr. Silver is the only vet in town and I think he hates me. He may have caught me skinny dipping in his pool...more than once.


  ~ Darlene P
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  HELPFUL PAWS


  by Elyse Night


  Leigh groaned, head aching and mouth tasting like something had died in it. He slowly pulled himself from his cocoon of blankets, wavering unsteadily on his feet, before his balance came back to him. Scratching at his chest, he dragged his aching body to his bathroom, making his morning ablutions. He stared at his reflection with bleary blood-shot grey-green eyes, rubbing a hand over his cheeks to see if he needed a shave. Feeling no scruff, Leigh sighed in disgust. Running fingers through his shoulder length copper-red nest that he called his hair, he left the bathroom.


  He walked into his kitchen wearing only a pair of deep blue sweats, not fully awake. It took him a full fifteen minutes to realize that one: no the dish washer was not the coffee machine and two: it was quiet, too quiet for a Saturday morning. Leigh turned around to face the scarred kitchen table, not seeing his housemate and best friend, Brian, sitting there drinking his coffee, like usual. Instead, placed on the table was a scrap of paper.


  Curious and stomach roiling, Leigh lifted it off the table and skimmed through it. Disbelief coursed through him.


  Hey Leigh,


  If you're reading this note, then I and Veronica actually went through with our plan to elope! Sorry for not letting you in on it, but we weren't sure if we'd actually do it. So, we're gonna be gone for the next few months for our honeymoon. Going to fucking Hawaii, Australia, Japan, and New Zealand, man!


  Love,


  Brian and Veronica


  P.S. We left Priscilla with you. Can you take her to get a check-up or something? She's been acting weird the last few days and Veronica thinks she might be sick.


  P.P.S. If my dog dies while I'm on my honeymoon, Flemming; I'll castrate you and make you eat your bloody balls and cock.


  That fucking traitor of an ex-best friend! Leigh fumed in his kitchen, glaring at the note. FUCK! He puffed out some air in a frustrated sigh; well there went his plans for today. Fully awake and no longer wanting coffee, Leigh decided to look for Priscilla. God, who names their dog "Priscilla" anyways?


  He checked the rest of the kitchen, nope. He wandered into the living room, glancing around for her. Spotting a lump of dark brown, white, and caramel he meandered to the end of the couch. And sprawled out on her back, sleeping and looking bigger than usual, was Priscilla. Leigh distantly remembered the Queen Bitch bragging about her being a purebred Bulldog; he just stopped listening about what kind. Leigh shrugged, not really deeming it important.


  After looking at Priscilla for a few more minutes, poking her fat tummy with a toe, Leigh left the living room to go get dressed. He was on vacation, and he was going to enjoy it, even if he got unwillingly saddled with Queen Bitch's dog. He opened his drawers and pulled out the first pair of jeans and a t-shirt he saw. Putting on the dark wash jeans and the dark green shirt, Leigh walked out and made his way back to the kitchen.


  Ignoring the note, he went about making a simple breakfast and some coffee. Eating quickly and neatly, finishing his coffee, Leigh set the dirty dishes in the sink. He was just grabbing his wallet and keys, when he heard nails clinking on the floor. "Yeah, Priscilla," he muttered at the Bulldog sitting at his feet, looking up at him with soulful brown eyes.


  She whined at him, her roly-poly body wriggling around on the floor. Leigh raised a quizzical brow at her. She whined again, huffing before heaving herself up and waddling away. Shrugging, Leigh resumed grabbing his stuff and left the house, locking the door behind him. He's just walking down the steps when he hears a door closing. Knowing who exactly would be leaving at 8:30 in the morning; Leigh looks over at the house next to his.


  Out comes the local veterinarian, Dr. Morgen Silver. Tall, runners build, broad shoulders, short dark hair lightly graying at the temples, handsome. And completely straight and most likely hated Leigh's guts. Just because he caught Leigh skinny dipping in his pool once... OK, so it was more like twenty times, since Dr. Silver moved next door a year ago.


  Sighing in unhappiness, shoving wistful thoughts back, Leigh ignored the heated stare from across the lawns. He needed to go get some supplies for Priscilla, since Brian and Queen Bitch hadn't left any. He'd need to get enough to last three months. Stepping into his car, Leigh tore out of the drive way and made the fifteen minute drive to Petsmart.


  Parking, he walked the short distance and walked through the automated doors and snagged a cart. Pushing it towards the Dog aisle, Leigh felt a bit overwhelmed at all the choices. Shrugging, he looked for any packages that looked familiar at all. Leigh finally decided on a brand, and grabbed a large bag, before putting in bowls and a doggie bed in the cart as well. He also made sure to grab some dog treats and a chew bone.


  Quickly, he made it for the checkout lane and paid for everything. He ignored the veterinary section of the store, knowing that if he looked up he'd see Dr. Silver or one of his assistants going about helping pets. He left Petsmart and loaded the back of his car, before leaving.


  Not too long he was back home, carrying the bags into the kitchen and setting them on the table. Leigh went about taking off tags and filling the bowls with water and dog food. Setting the bowls down near the pantry door, Leigh put the bags away and walked back to the living room. Priscilla was whining and pacing around the room, pawing at the floor and some of the pillows.


  Frowning at her weird behavior, Leigh made a mental note to take her to the vet tomorrow. Shrugging it off, he put the dog bed on the floor near the couch. Sitting down, Leigh prepared to watch some mind numbing shows on TV.


  ****


  With a jolt, Leigh woke up. Shaking his muzzy head, Leigh noticed that it was dark out and that the movie he had been watching was long over. Blinking away sleep, he stretched, groaning in pleasure when his bones popped. That's when he heard a high whining sound from behind him. Furrowing his brows in confusion, Leigh got up to turn the lights on so that he could see.


  Lights on, he looked over the couch and saw Priscilla was whining and making little heavy panting sounds, her belly moving weirdly and some odd liquid around her bottom. The dog bed, a throw blanket, and some pillows surrounded her; and she seemed to be in pain. Leigh stared at her, not really understanding, before he saw something coming out of her butt- no!


  "PRISCILLA, ARE YOU GIVING BIRTH?!" he freaked out, eyes wide in surprise. "Shit! Shit! FUCK!!"


  Priscilla ignored him, more focused on whelping her pups into the world than the freaking out human. Leigh pinched himself, the pain helping him focus. He needed help, now. Priscilla didn't look good, and he had no idea how long she'd been in labor before he woke up. Leigh looked at the clock on his TV, 9:43 pm flashing in green at him.


  Ok, so that meant that Dr. Silver would be home and probably reading or watching something, it was a Saturday so he had tomorrow off. Leigh really didn't want to deal with the man, but he knew nothing about dogs and girls where a whole other can of worms he did not want to touch, ever. He glanced down at Priscilla, the puppy was like half way out, and she was really looking exhausted.


  He ran out of the house, tearing across the lawns and storming up the stairs of the porch. He banged his fist on the door, "Dr. Silver! Dr. Silver! I need your help, man! Please!" Leigh cried out, banging his fist against the wood again. He could hear Silver's deep voice from inside and his footsteps coming towards the door.


  Leigh stepped back, and just in time because the door slammed open and looming over him was a very upset Dr. Morgen Silver, dark eyes glaring at him.


  "What do you want, Flemming?" he growled out, making Leigh suppress a shudder.


  "My friend left his dog with me, while he went off and eloped. And she's giving birth right now, but she's not doing well." Leigh told him hurriedly, gasping for breath and shaking from the adrenaline. Silver scowled even more at him.


  "Why the fuck didn't you take her to me earlier?"


  Leigh threw his hands up in the air, frustrated. "How the hell am I suppose to know?! I didn't know about anything, and neither did they! The Bit- Veronica, would have never eloped if she knew her precious was pregnant. They thought she was just sick or something!" he cried out, pulling at his hair slightly.


  "And now she's got like a pup coming out and I need your fucking help!"


  Silver looked at him for several moments, before nodding. "Let me get my stuff. You go ahead and make sure to have plenty of towels and warm water ready."


  Leigh let out a breath of relief, "Thank you." Before he sprinted back to his house; leaving Morgen to watch his retreating back. Shaking his head, Morgen went back inside is house and grabbed his emergency bag, knowing it had all his equipment for home whelping. Leaving his house, he locked it before making his way across the lawns and up to Flemming's door.


  Finding the door open, Morgen let himself in and followed the sound of Flemming's soft voice and a dog's whining. He found himself in the living room, all sorts of towels behind his back, a large wicker basket with a blanket in it, and a few bowls slightly steaming. Lying down among a nest was an English bulldog who was cleaning up a crying pup. Flemming was sitting behind the dog, hands fluttering around, looking overwhelmed.


  "I see she got one out," Morgen commented, surprising Flemming who yelped and looked up at him with wide grey-green eyes and wild copper-red hair. Flemming glanced back at the dog, Priscilla if Morgen remembered her name, a frown marring his features.


  "I just got back in time for her push it out. It was covered in some kind of bloody sac, which Priscilla licked up, before cleaning it up," Flemming told him, looking slightly ill. Morgen nodded in understanding.


  "You'll want to place the puppy in the basket, for now. It'll hamper her giving birth." Morgen told the younger man, causing the redhead to look at him for several moments before gently reaching over Priscilla and cautiously taking the puppy and setting it in the basket; all within the mother dog's vision. Good, at least Flemming wasn't an idiot.


  Now came the grueling time of waiting for Priscilla to have another set of contractions and for Morgen to see if she'll need help. Though, considering her breed, Morgen really wished he could have been in the office and having Priscilla going in for a cesarean. But, he glanced over at the softly crying pup; it seemed like she might have an easy whelping if all her puppies were small, and if she had a small litter.


  Ten minutes passed by, before Priscilla started going into contractions again. Whining, she squatted and made harsh huffing sounds, belly rippling again with each push. Morgen carefully watched her, checking to see how the progress was going. Flemming watched everything, gnawing on his bottom lip nervously. Several minutes passed by, before with one last great push, the puppy came out.


  Instantly, Priscilla started cleaning up the puppy. A high-pitched cry came from the tiny mouth, and something in Morgen relaxed at the sound. And like before Flemming, carefully placed the puppy into the basket. They repeated this four more times; luckily no complications cropped up and after Morgen weighed them with his portable scale and marked their weights.


  Leigh stared in awe and surprise, six wriggling tiny forms nursing from Priscilla, after he moved and cleaned up her little nest. It was one of the grossest experiences in his life, and he never wanted to go through it again. He looked up at the clock, amazed that it was only 1:07 am. Shit, it felt like it had taken so much longer. Dr. Silver was making notes in the living room, and Leigh was thinking about letting him stay the night.


  Dr. Silver finally got up and sat near Leigh, "Well, she's perfectly healthy and her puppies are doing well. They're small, but that's actually a good thing since if they'd any bigger, Priscilla would have had complications. Also, by the looks of it, the sire wasn't a Bulldog; I'm leaning towards one of the smaller Terrier breeds." he told Leigh, most of he was saying just going over his head.


  Really, all Leigh got out of it was that Priscilla had been the neighborhood slut and let some unknown male dog fuck her… which was pretty damn hilarious and made Leigh want to rub this into Queen Bitch's face. Ha, she was going to blow a fuse.


  "Hey, doc. Thanks, for you know helping me out."


  Dr. Silver looked at him, eyes unreadable. "You're welcome, Flemming. You might want to call up your friend and tell them what happened."


  Leigh snorted at that, "Hell no. I think I'm gonna let this be a surprise when they come back in three months. Like to see what their expressions are gonna be. 'Sides I'm on paid vacation for the next four months, so it'll be a learning experience for me."


  Silver just raised an eyebrow at that, looking doubtful and confused. Leigh shrugged at him, before covering up a yawn. "Sorry doc. It's been exhausting. You can use the guest bedroom, if you want."


  He got up from his seat and seeing that Dr. Silver was following him, showed the other man where the guest bedroom was, conveniently next to the second bathroom. Making sure he was settled, Leigh made his way to his own bedroom. Yanking his clothes off, he barely settled on his bed before falling asleep.


  ****


  A few weeks passed by, for Leigh and Dr. Sil- Morgen, as the vet told Leigh he could call him by his first name. Leigh had to puppy proof his house, and get small ribbons for the puppies, and he also had to get new dog food, a bigger bed, and other miscellaneous items. It was interesting really, the puppies were so tiny and they really didn't look like their mama either. Their genders were even, three male and three female.


  Leigh sat on the couch, watching Priscilla and her puppies sleep. All six were piled on top each other and their mama, little whimpers and whines leaving their tiny mouths every now and then. It was actually pretty amazing to Leigh, having grown up with a mom who had been allergic to the dander in animal fur. He didn't want to admit it, but he was going to miss the little wriggle worms when Brian and Queen Bitch came back.


  A knock came from the door, before he heard it open and close. Leigh listened as Morgen made his way to the living room. That was another thing Leigh was going to miss; how after Priscilla whelped, Morgen stopped being so cold to him and actually smiled at Leigh. It gave him hope that maybe, just maybe, he and Morgen could at least stay friends after Brian and Queen Bitch came back.


  "Hey," he called out, eyes never leaving the sleeping forms.


  He felt a hand touch his shoulder, causing Leigh to look up at Morgen's towering form. He couldn't read the emotions in his dark gaze, something hot flashed through those dark brown eyes. Then Leigh couldn't think anymore, lips opened in surprise from the rough kiss. Tongues clashed and fought, before one surrendered to be plundered. Leigh grasped at Morgen's shoulders, flushed and moaning softly into the biting kiss.


  Pulling away, cheeks burning and his cock harder than nail, Leigh was left gasping for air. "Wha- Why?" he barely got out, surprise and arousal making his voice rasp.


  Morgen stared at him, "Because no matter how much I wanted to dislike you, I never could. That night I first caught you skinny dipping in my pool, you have no idea how much I had to restrain myself from fucking you right then and there. And every time I caught you, I restrained myself. But not anymore."


  Leigh shivered from the deep growl in Morgen's voice, cock straining against his jeans. He dragged in a breath, "And what changed?"


  "That night when Priscilla whelped and you told me that your housemate was gone on his honeymoon with his new wife. I thought you two were dating or something." Morgen admitted.


  "Me and Brian? You thought we were together?" Leigh couldn't keep the light laughter out of his voice, "No, never. We grew up together; he's like an annoying brother."


  He watched as some tension seemed to leave Morgen, causing him to slightly sag against the couch, forehead on Leigh's shoulder. Leigh cautiously brought a hand up, letting his fingers lightly run through Morgen's hair. He heard a whine from below, and tore his eyes away from Morgen.


  Priscilla was awake and so were her puppies. "Did you ever figure out what kind of Terrier is the father?" he asked Morgen after watching the puppies crawl all over Priscilla and start to nurse from her. Morgen gave a muffled groan, before coming to sit next to Leigh.


  "No. They're too young for me to tell, but what I can tell is that their father was probably a mix of smaller Terriers," he replied.


  Leigh shrugged, more interested in watching the puppies and realizing that Morgen actually liked him back. Had since the beginning. Snuggling against him, Leigh couldn't help by silently thank Brian and Veronica for eloping and leaving Priscilla with him. Because with a little help from her and her puppies; Leigh got Morgen. Even though he had to go through watching the "miracle of birth", to finally get Morgen.


  THE END
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  HI, HONEY


  by Natalie Logue


  Jonathan ran the back of his hand softly up the arch of the Grecian nose and around the curve of a sweet ear. The arm thrown languidly across his knees stretched, and one bleary eye peeked out as Jonathan laid a kiss on the broad forehead. The calico cat purred out her pleasure as Jonathan's fingers dug into her fur.


  "Sometimes I wonder if I should be jealous of a feline," Stacy said.


  Jonathan glanced up at his husband dressed in the casual dark jeans and oxford he wore to the SWAT office. It sounded provocative and daring to be married to a SWAT police officer, but Stacy had confided on their third date that most of his days were spent training police officers and civilian emergency responders on the latest maneuvers and high-risk safety procedures.


  The calico, disturbed from her morning nap, slipped down the side of the bed and mrowed her way into the kitchen.


  "I really don't think you have anything to worry about," Jonathan said. "First of all, I haven't been straight since that one night in high school. And second—"


  Jonathan was cut off with a biting kiss flavored like toothpaste and coffee. "Good morning, husband," he said, smiling.


  "Good morning, husband," Stacy said, moving back just enough to speak against Jonathan's lips before diving in again for a throat-swabbing kiss, not noticing—or not caring about—Jonathan's morning breath that had only been slightly covered up by a cup of Earl Grey.


  "So what are your plans today?" Stacy asked, fixing his cuffs.


  Jonathan sighed languidly, stretching out on top of the duvet in a perfect imitation of the feline lounging in the doorway. "Well, I'll probably watch the latest TiVo-ed episode of Breakout Kings, and then I have to finish my strips for the next couple of weeks. My editor is screeching at me to have them in at least a week prior to publication now. Particularly since I have to earn an honest living, now, thanks to someone who shall remained unnamed."


  Stacy smirked at him from across the room, tying his red and purple tie in a full Windsor. "Well, far be it for me to be the stick in the mud, monsieur libertine, but there are only so many pieces of precious and infamous jewelry that one career cat burglar can thieve without getting caught. I was just lucky enough your number came up under my clock."


  "Hmm," Jonathan agreed, "though at the time I recall you not thinking on it so fondly."


  "Well, I was peeved that the boy I'd been dating for five months was the same thief that had my unit on its toes three nights a week," Stacy said with a grimace.


  Jonathan let a wicked smile seep over his face. He waited until Stacy was draining the last of his coffee to add, "Eye for an eye. You didn't mind having me on my knees the rest of the week."


  As predicted, Stacy half-choked as he breathed in a quick laugh and with it no small amount of coffee. He glared at Jonathan over the bath towel that he was using to cough into and keep his oxford and tie pristine.


  Jonathan flashed his pearly whites and slid to his feet, padding into the living room with an airy, "Kiss, kiss."


  By the time Stacy was done dressing in his blazer and boots, hair styled just enough to look un-styled, Jonathan was curled on the couch with a bowl of Magic Stars and Jimmi Simpson's sly psychobabble deconstructing federal cons.


  "How can you watch that? You're a real ex-con. Surely the romance has ended?" Stacy said, unable to bear the dramatic officers and the good-hearted, but darkly-damaged, cons.


  Jonathan shrugged. "Maybe I'm hoping to see our romance re-imagined by Hollywood's finest." He grinned up as his husband was grabbing the tidbits left for work. Unfurling from the couch, half-empty bowl abandoned on the coffee table, Jonathan leaned up against Stacy's winter leather jacket. "Miss you," he said, lifting his head for a final goodbye peck, "Don't go falling in love with any of your perps, you hear?"


  Stacy laughed, wrapping Jonathan close, enjoying the familiar, permanent feel of him. "I got all the ex-con I need right here. Lord knows, I can barely handle one of you, much less two."


  Jonathan grinned ear to ear, watching Stacy out of the corner of his eye as his husband slipped out of their house.


  The television only succeeded in capturing his attention for the one show. He had learned quickly at Livingston, his medium security home for eighteen months, that there was absolutely nothing worth watching on daytime TV. So when the con was safely re-incarcerated with a pretty five years topped on his sentence, Jonathan groaned his way to his feet and began his own workday.


  Nearly twenty years as a thief of one kind or another did not prepare one for functioning in normal society. But Jonathan had taken his time in prison to explore his childhood passion for drawing. He was no savant at it, and probably his comics wouldn't even become as syndicated as Calvin and Hobbes, but it pulled in a neat monthly allowance, more so in the last half-year. He was pulling in a full two to two-and-a-half thousand a month. It wasn't much, but since marrying and subsequently moving in with Stacy, he'd been able to squirrel away a few hundred every month in the hopes of one day taking his hubby on the honeymoon they'd never gotten.


  When Jonathan sat down at his drawing table, he was dressed in a pair of ink stained, threadbare jeans and a thin thermal top from Stacy's drawer. It was a little baggy on him, but the sleeves pushed up past his elbows nicely, and there was the constant faint scent of his lover's preferred cologne.


  Music flooded the apartment as Jonathan set to work. It was hard to divide his attention between drawing and anything else. So his phone was turned off, the TV reflected a black convex view of the room, and outside the sunny march days continued to troop through the frigid New York climate and promise days made for picnics and trips to the beach.


  ****


  He had two full strips done when claustrophobia hit full force. His desk angled towards one of the tall patio windows, and the gentle waving of their little potted plants was too much to ignore. It was somewhere around lunch anyway, and he could just walk to the deli instead of scrapping together something from the apartment.


  That was the only major downside to working from home; you rarely got to leave it. As much as people complained about work, it got them out of the house and in a completely different environment everyday. Some days Jonathan thought his drawings were going to climb in from the ceiling and the walls and swallow him whole. Mostly he'd learned to go for a walk before that happened, no matter the weather of the day.


  So as quickly as he could, deliberately avoiding all the clocks in case it was only 10:30 a.m. or something ridiculous, Jonathan pulled on his light jacket, stuffed his feet into the black chukkas sitting by the door, and slipped into the almost-busy rush of weekday New York. He had maybe twenty bucks in his pockets. Jonathan detested wallets, too much important information in one, easily-identified location. It was a prime target for pick pockets and police alike. So Jonathan didn't carry one. Most days his driver's license didn't see the light of day, tucked and locked away beneath his sock drawer.


  Stacy called him paranoid.


  Pausing at a taco truck, Jonathan negotiated two chickens with the works and a water for ten dollars. The other half of his twenty he thought might go towards an ice cream on the walk back.


  Pico de gallo dripped around his fingers as he scarfed at his lunch outside a day school. Private children's schools were always built on the nicest streets. Some kind of willow or flowering tree grew in intervals down the sidewalk and provided cool shade from the sun and petal-rich air floating down the branches.


  Jonathan looked around idly, thinking maybe he should have brought a sketchpad. Kids were his enemy in drawing. They just didn't have normal proportions. Not to be a creep, but what better place to practice his live people sketches. He'd be like a street artist.


  There was a strip of old warehouses on Fourteenth Street. The rusted sheet metal and old winding staircases gave it an atmosphere of abandoned gangsters. Uncontrolled ivy crawled through crevices and found homes in the smallest bits of dirt and dust that saw sun. Again wishing he'd brought his sketchpad, Jonathan strolled through the abandoned back street. It was a long way to get home, but he wasn't ready to face the desk again quite yet.


  A quiet mewling drew his attention to a decrepit storage building. It looked to be an add-on to the original structure, and not very well done either. The roof was only a few feet above his head, and he could see windows lining the sides, blacked-out with grime and age. Jonathan waited a moment, but when he didn't hear anything more, he started to cross the street. An almost-human cry stopped him again, and he turned to look at the building more critically. Probably it was just some animal that had snuck into the old building at night and couldn't find its way out. But still.


  Low sirens wailed a few streets over, near where Jonathan had been eating. Briefly thanking that he hadn't got caught up in whatever commotion had happened, Jonathan reluctantly slid into the alley between the storehouse and its neighbor. A few pallets and an old trash can boosted him high enough to grip the wide ledge of one of the windows near the back. Jonathan pushed himself up until he could crouch on the ledge, balanced on the balls of his feet with his hands braced on the frame.


  The window swung open with a shedding of rust and old paint flakes when he nudged it with his foot. Glancing inside to be sure it was clear, Jonathan slid his feet in first, dangling, precariously as he maneuvered himself to drop without tearing anything on the sharp window frame. His landing was soft by habit, and he shuffled along the wall. Not that he really thought there was something to be cautious for, but old habits died hard, and he didn't want to scare whatever animal had gotten trapped, he told himself.


  At the first sight of sunshine blonde hair, Jonathan ducked back down behind a crate. He waited, breath strained, but the only noises were the soft shuffling of cloth and that strange half-animal whine. Breathing in deep through his nose, Jonathan slid around the crate and directed his gaze at the blond-headed child bound by tape to a rickety wooden chair.


  When her pale hazel eyes focused on him, Jonathan lifted a finger to his lips. She nodded frantically, and Jonathan made another slow shushing gesture. The girl stilled but continued to watch him with wide, frightened eyes. Jonathan took stock of the girl and her surroundings. She wore a dark blue blazer and a matching plaid skirt that covered her knees. The left breast displayed a familiar school crest. It was the private day school he ate his lunch outside of at least three times a week, which meant this girl's parents were either rich, famous, or political. And likely all three.


  There didn't appear to be a guard anywhere, which most likely meant whoever was supposed to watch her had figured she was too weak to help herself and had slipped off for a break. Jonathan sneered at their lax operation even as it made his job that much easier.


  Maneuvering as quickly as he dared while keeping quiet and avoiding the rotting pits in the floor, Jonathan stepped close to the girl and made quick work of her bonds. He simply cut the bonds around her arms and legs and left the tape pressed to her skin. The tape across her mouth gave him most trouble and only because he didn't want to hurt the child.


  As soon as her mouth was free, the girl let out a pathetic sob. Her voice was thin and hoarse, so she'd probably been screaming behind her gag in an attempt to attract attention. Jonathan quickly laid his fingers over her lips, silently begging her keep quiet a little longer. Her thin arms looped around his neck, and Jonathan lifted her against him, letting her little shudders run through him as he ran his hands over her back in a comforting gesture. Now was the trouble of getting out. The girl wouldn't be able to go out the way he'd come in, which meant he'd have to find a door or low opening somewhere.


  The sound of male voices and creaking metal gave Jonathan just a moment's notice before he ducked into a shadowed alcove, arms tightening around the girl. She stayed blessedly quiet as the men just around their hideaway began cursing and yelling at each other.


  "You left her alone? What were you thinking?!"


  "Sorry, boss. But she couldn't go anywhere."


  Jonathan heard the familiar smack of skin on skin contact then a lot of shuffling and items shifting.


  "Check under everything. She has to be around. Can't have gotten out by herself. And do it fast; the police are already looking."


  Jonathan looked around for a better hiding place. The police may be on their way, but there was no way of telling how long it would take them to find the right building. There were at least a dozen abandoned warehouses before this one, maybe more.


  Finally, a space opened up to him, but it was small, maybe too small for both of them.


  Not giving himself time to consider his options or the consequences, Jonathan used his expertise to slip through the shadows and discarded packages of the warehouse. The alcove was even smaller than it looked far away. An old filing cabinet butted up against the "L" of a desk. There was probably a space underneath the desk with more room, but the file cabinet created an entrance barely a foot wide. Jonathan quickly disentangled himself from the quivering bundle in his arms. For a moment, the girl looked like she might cry out or reattach herself to Jonathan, but he pushed her gently towards the opening. As a last thought, he stripped off his jacket and laid it on the ground for her to use as a barrier between herself and the cold, unknown floor. With a little stiff upper lip, the girl wiggled into the crawlspace, Jonathan's jacket disappearing with her behind the filing cabinet.


  Jonathan had just shuffled away in hopes of finding his own nook when the tale tell crunch of glass and gravel behind him gave him a second to curse before painful fingers were digging into the back of his neck.


  "Boss, found this lurking in the back," said a meaty voice.


  Jonathan grunted as he was shoved forward. His knee met a sudden, sharp corner that tore open the denim and skin.


  "Hmm, a rat. It's always why I hate using these avenues. Rats everywhere."


  Jonathan glared up from his crumpled position on the ground. Dark hair with a dark mustache and a suit too expensive for the grimy surroundings. Organized crime. Maybe Italians based on the location.


  Jonathan spat on the ground, clearing his mouth of dust. "I'd be careful who you called a rat around here. It would seem I've nipped the cheese from your plate. I think that makes me the cat, don't you?"


  A hand flashed out, catching Jonathan across the mouth and tingeing his tongue with copper.


  "A lucky break. But it would seem you didn't get the cheese out, or I doubt you'd be hanging around. All I need to do is follow my nose. I'm sure I can get my little morsel to come out," the mustached man said. His lips curved unpleasantly and exposed the yellow ivory of his teeth.


  Jonathan found himself once again wrestled by his neck, the cold bite of a gun pressed against his skin just below his jaw.


  "Come out, come out, little morsel," Mustache called. "I've a got a friend of yours out here. And we wouldn't want anyone else to get hurt because of you."


  "Stay where you are!" Jonathan shouted, trying desperately to push away the sensation of metal against his skin. "Don't come out! It won't help!"


  The mustache yanked Jonathan back, pressing the gun hard enough against his neck to bruise. "Who are you to talk big, huh, kitty cat? I could just shoot you now and tear this place apart to find her."


  "I wouldn't recommend it," Jonathan ground out.


  "And why not?" Mustache asked.


  "Because," Jonathan said, gasping air through his half-blocked windpipe, "the moment that gun goes off the police will know exactly where you are. And don't doubt they have scouts at least this far down listening for just that kind of clue."


  Mustache sneered, "You seem to be awfully knowing of the police. I wouldn't have a little cop here, now would I?"


  Jonathan let out a breathy laugh, "No, just someone who's had plenty of dealings with them."


  "Fink."


  "Ex-con."


  The mustache frowned and looked like he would continue the conversation, but outside, the sirens could be heard more clearly. Jonathan wasn't sure, but he'd bet getting caught wasn't as important to this pseudo-mafia as the little girl. But he also didn't want to become their new hostage.


  With a jerk of his shoulders he managed to free his neck from both the weapon and his captor's hands. Half stumbling, he managed to get around a low stack of pallets, probably what he tore his knee on before. The low thwump of a silencer didn't register at first but then pain blossomed, breathtaking and novel at once.


  He slammed against the cabinet the girl hid behind and heard a quiet meep from his actions. Head spinning, he made a shushing motion and stumbled on, managing to slide around the edge of the desk and hide between it and the wall, though it didn't seem as though he was being followed.


  Small scratches sounded behind him. It took Jonathan a minute, but finally he realized it was the girl. Feeling like he was lifting a brick with his pinky, Jonathan managed to return the scratch, somehow communicating his safety through this strange conversation.


  Around them the world continued to heave. The Italians, if that's what they were, were cursing and tossing around wood and cardboard; whether it was in search of Jonathan and the girl or looking for an exit, no one could say. Jonathan soaked in the cold concrete beneath him, feeling the coolness stiffening his legs and locking his elbows. The sunny day outside threw sharp daggers of light through the windows, though none of them reached Jonathan. It was surreal to think of his work waiting on his desk at home, the faint smell of taco that clung to his fingers, the soft press of his husband's lips. It all seemed so far away like it happened on another day when he was someone else. Someone who wasn't bleeding in a dusty, bug-infested, rotting warehouse. Who didn't climb through windows to find kidnapped children. Who gave up his adventurous days for the domestic life.


  When he heard the scuffle of boots outside, it seemed like he'd been waiting for hours. It could only have been a matter of minutes, though, because the Italians were still somewhere in the building.


  "Team B, around the back. Severs and Kite, cover the windows. Team A, with me." Stacy's voice muffled through the thin metal walls.


  Jonathan wanted to sob in relief, but even as hope flooded him, he cringed internally. Jesus Christ, Stacy was going to kill him, absolutely kill him, for getting involved in this. Jonathan had promised, promised, when he'd approached Stacy all those months ago for a second chance that he was done with the life of intrigue and excitement. Yet here he was, not even a full year into their marriage, and he managed to get himself involved yet again. If Stacy didn't kill him, Jonathan would be lucky to get out of the hospital without a divorce.


  "Ready the teargas," Jonathan heard Stacy order.


  No longer caring if anyone heard, Jonathan tucked his head down, hands over his face, as he yelled to the girl, "Bury your face in the jacket!"


  Glass shattered above, breaking whatever part of the window was still intact and raining down glittering slivers, some tangling in Jonathan's hair, others sliding down the back of his shirt.


  Acrid smoke poured out of the metal canisters. It stung Jonathan's eyes despite his efforts. Jesus, didn't they know there was a little girl in here? But even as he thought it, Jonathan knew it was a calculated sacrifice. Teargas didn't cause permanent damage after all, and it would confuse the kidnappers enough that if they still had control of their hostage, there would be little they could do about it. Still, it was an awful risk to take, and Jonathan wondered what had progressed outside that they didn't even seem to try negotiating.


  Coughing, trying to clear his throat and lungs from the chemicals burning them, Jonathan pressed his head close to the desk behind him. "Are you ok? Did you cover your face?" He called.


  "Yeah." The response was so soft Jonathan was surprised he was still able to hear it.


  Any moment the SWAT team would swarm through whatever entry points they had determined. Likely there was going to be a lot more shouting, possibly more gunfire, and plenty of big, angry men. The girl was safest where she was, but the commotion would do nothing for her, no doubt already traumatized, nerves. Making a quick decision, Jonathan slid from his protective hole next to the wall and circled to the other side of the desk. The filing cabinet was rooted to the ground with rust and sheer weight. But the desk slid, quarter inch by quarter inch, until Jonathan could sidle his body into the gap. The numb pain in his hip flared to a brutal burning temperature when it brushed the side of the filing cabinet as he passed. The pain sent white streaks across his vision even as he twisted to sit. The space was even smaller than he imagined, and his shoulders brushed the top of the desk, his head hanging forward.


  Little arms wrapped around his waist as something small and wriggly edged to get closer to him.


  Jonathan slid down, biting his lip against the pain, until he was lying flat with his knees up. The girl curled against him, and Jonathan made sure to press his palms over her ears. "It's going to get very loud in a moment, love. But don't worry; you'll get to see your parents again soon."


  The girl may have replied to that, but Jonathan hadn't even finished talking before the banging of a sheet metal door being rammed in obscured his words.


  Stacy's voice rose above the din of boots and men, shoving aside the clutter in their way. "Team A, sweep around the side. Keep an eye on your blind spots; there's too many fucking places to hide here. The Kovacs are probably still inside. Don't get shot. Team B, with me."


  Jonathan tried to focus on what was happening outside the dark space where he and the girl existed, but he was suddenly so very tired. If he had any energy left, he would use it to roll over and expunge his stomach of anything it might contain that was currently rolling and putting pressure up against the back of his head.


  There may have been more shots and yelling, officers plowing their way through the mess of the storehouse, calling out, but Jonathan kept his hands over the girl's ears as long as he could. Her little arms clung around his waist in turn, and Jonathan selfishly took whatever comfort he could from the feel of that tiny vice-like grip.


  Eventually, the world grew brighter, and someone tried to pull the girl away. Jonathan clung to her tighter by instinct alone, but Stacy's voice floated to him through Jonathan's haze of consciousness, and he finally relinquished his charge to the thick-gloved hands.


  Familiar fingers threaded through his hair, and Jonathan felt himself floating through the mess of the warehouse and into the open, cool breeze of the outdoors. Someone may have tried to talk to him, but then there was nothing but the blissful empty space of unconsciousness.


  ****


  The first thing Jonathan noticed when he came to was the blurry, white impression of hard plastic and cloth and reflective metal. Blinking a few times cleared up his vision pretty well, and he managed to make out the cream and white curtain hanging along his bedside. There were the standard cardio machines and the hanging bags of what looked like blood and probably some kind of saline solution.


  There didn't seem to be anybody else in the room with him, though whoever was taking up the other hospital bed was probably unconscious or asleep. The general lack of design and entertainment told him this was probably an ICU, not that he had any experience to speak from. Maybe this was just the hospital's version of "warm and friendly."


  A door clicked open, probably the door to the hallway, but it was blocked from view behind the long hanging curtain. Jonathan waited to see if whoever had entered would come to check on him. He didn't want to call out in case it was his neighbor's family or something.


  Eventually, an older woman bearing a chart and wearing a standard white lab coat pushed the curtain aside enough to enter Jonathan's designated space. Grey streaks ran through her dark bun and curled around her glasses. "Mr. Nitch, I'm glad to have you with us. We had to send you through surgery as soon as you got here. That bullet in your hip wasn't a pretty thing. Some officers brought you in, so the report has already been handled. You should be careful about putting weight on your right leg for a while, and you'll notice some general tenderness around the area. I suggest you also stay away from strenuous activities in case your stitches reopen. We should be able to get you out of here by tonight or tomorrow morning, depending on how you're feeling."


  "Doctor," Jonathan tried interjecting, but the dryness of his throat turned his word into a whisper.


  Understanding, the doctor moved to Jonathan's side table and offered him the cup of water there.


  When his throat was finally replenished, Jonathan coughed slightly and finally tried again, "Doctor, did anyone come in with me? Maybe a little girl or a SWAT member?"


  The doctor smiled, "In fact, I think both of them are here now in the waiting room. Your condition was unstable until last night. After you went into shock, we had a pretty hard time keeping your bleeding under control. I'll let them know you're awake and feeling up to visitors."


  Jonathan nodded, staring down at his hospital afghan. He couldn't think of what to say when Stacy came through that door. Or what he would do. He couldn't even really guess just how mad Stacy was going to be at him. Jonathan wasn't surprised to learn Stacy was at the hospital. Stacy was always responsible after all, but that just made Jonathan feel all the worse. He almost hoped Stacy was cold or dismissive or even clinical so that Jonathan wouldn't have to think about how to try and fix their relationship after this fiasco.


  The door clicked open again, and Jonathan braced himself, but instead of his tall husband, a bundle of pleated skirt and blazer threw itself at him almost before it could reach the side of the bed. Jonathan caught her seconds before a reprimanding voice hurried through the room after her, clearly trying to be commanding and quiet at once. Jonathan settled the girl in the bed next to him. She looked better than she had in the warehouse, in no small part due to being reunited with her family no doubt. The sunshine hair fell in bright, freshly-washed waves, and her school uniform was crisp and clean. So either she hadn't gone to school or it was much earlier than he'd thought.


  "I'm terribly sorry," a woman said.


  Jonathan looked up at the lady dressed in a neat business suit. Her fair head was an older impression of her daughter's. "It's not a problem," he said. "I'm glad to see she's alright."


  "My husband and I are extremely grateful to you for taking care of her during … that." The woman stumbled over the last part, and Jonathan didn't blame her. It was hard enough when a kid went missing, but when he or she went missing because of you or your career, Jonathan couldn't even imagine it.


  "As I said, I'm just happy she's doing well." Jonathan extended his left hand, the only one that was free. "Jonathan Nitch," he introduced.


  The woman awkwardly accepted his hand with her right, "Frieda May, and this is my daughter, Talia."


  Jonathan ruffled the girl's head, now resting on his shoulder, "Nice to make your acquaintance, Talia."


  The girl nodded and squeaked out a polite, "Nice to meet you," before burying her face in his hospital shirt, which probably smelled like chemicals and medicine, but she didn't say anything.


  "If there's anything I or my husband can do for you," Frieda started, but Jonathan quickly cut her off.


  "I didn't save her for any reward. Really, there's nothing you need to do."


  "Well, anyway," Frieda said, obviously uncomfortable not being able to pay back her debt. "We've told the hospital to bill us, which includes your physical therapy."


  Jonathan smiled. Some families only knew how to give money to show they cared. He couldn't blame their upbringing, and they seemed like very caring parents for Talia. "Thank you, then. I do appreciate it. I'm sure my insurance company will be sending you a big thank you as well."


  Frieda laughed and seemed to relax a little; whether at Jonathan's acceptance of their gift or at his humor, it was hard to say.


  Then the man Jonathan had been waiting for and fearing appeared, walking around Frieda to settle on Jonathan's free side. His features were stiff as he gave a curt nod to Frieda.


  The woman shifted and moved to lift Talia off the bed. "Well, I suppose we'll leave you two, then. Say goodbye, Talia."


  "Goodbye," came the near-whisper.


  "Bye, Talia," Jonathan said, waving at her as he looked back.


  Then all he had to focus on was the stiff, quiet husband at his side. Jonathan twisted the thin quilt between his fingers, searching for the right thing to say. "Stacy," he started, but the broad hand resting on the bed near his fisted in the bed tightly.


  Stacy stood, facing the window, and still didn't look at Jonathan directly. "Jonathan," he said, "I can't do this."


  Jonathan's stomach plummeted like he'd been dropped off the side of a cliff.


  No longer caring about any noble thoughts he'd had of offering a divorce or wanting Stacy's cold emotion, Jonathan shoved himself up, intending to reach out for Stacy. If he could just touch him, get himself wrapped in those arms one more time, Jonathan would do anything to be forgiven. He just couldn't imagine what it would be like to live with the black hole that was opening up inside him.


  Unfortunately, Jonathan's hip was still very tender and not at all capable of propelling him out of bed. Quickly, he went from lunging forward to toppling over the side of his unguarded bed. Jesus, the humiliation.


  But Stacy caught him, and those almost-too-warm arms wrapped around him again, easing him back into the bed and settling him against the pillows.


  "Fucking Christ, Jonathan. What are you doing?" Stacy practically yelled. "You're gonna tear open your hip, and if you mess up your pins, you'll never walk right."


  Jonathan barely processed what was being said. Stacy was close. Close enough to smell. Close enough to touch. And he was staring down at Jonathan. "Please, please don't leave me. Please. I'm sorry. I'm so sorry!" He pleaded.


  Stacy twisted his eyebrows and ran one of his hands through Jonathan's hair, moving the mop out of his face. "What are you talking about?" he said.


  Jonathan hated the burning in his throat, the tight sensation around his ears and nose that indicated nausea or a good bout of crying about to come on. Maybe both. "You said you couldn't do it, but I swear, I didn't mean to get involved! But it was a little girl, Stacy, please!"


  Then Stacy was half-sitting in the bed with him, resting Jonathan partially against his chest as he rubbed comforting circles over Jonathan's arms and stomach. "Of course I'm staying, you dunce. We're married. I love you. Not even you can get me to leave you."


  Jonathan tried to accept that, tried to let it and the touches calm his system, but the anxiety just seemed to build. "I thought you were mad. You said you couldn't do this," he sobbed.


  Stacy sighed, and for a minute, all he did was touch Jonathan, reassuring him without words. "I am mad, Jonathan. I'm furious that you got shot. That you were anywhere near where I might have to shoot or send in tear gas or watch as people bleed out," he said. "I never want to see you in the field again, or I may shoot you myself. But I didn't mean I couldn't keep loving you. I know you. I know even when you sneak into people's vanities at night or slip a ring off their hand at a party, you don't mean to harm anyone. I know that you got caught because you broke into a house where a young child was left alone while his parents went to a party, so you stayed to read him a book to send him to bed. But I can't take you in the hospital. I'm not built for it."


  Jonathan was surprised to hear the hitch in his husband's voice, and he rolled his head back enough to get a fair look above him. Stacy's eyes were pressed closed, his teeth clenched. When he looked down again, Jonathan saw the blood-shot whiteness, the almost bruised looking bags, almost like Stacy had spent a very long time awake and at least part of that time crying.


  "I can do a lot," Stacy said. "I can watch my men walk into near-suicide missions. I can train men to deal in weapons of death. I can walk through a haze of teargas and fire on another human being. I can even take a bullet or two, but I cannot take you lying too still, deathly white, and unable to even know how close I am to you. So please, don't ever make me go through that again."


  Jonathan reached up, glad he was in a position that he could wrap his hands around the back of Stacy's neck. "I won't, I promise." He pulled Stacy down into a soft kiss. "Next time I think there's anything, I'll get the police to check it out. I won't even dream of walking into a building that could be in any way compromised. Okay?"


  Stacy nodded. "Okay," he said, sliding his lips across Jonathan's. Then Stacy curled himself over, deepening their kiss without jostling Jonathan's hip.


  The nurse came in some time later to extract visitors and make sure the patients were settled for sleeping. Jonathan was still curled in Stacy's arms. He had, somehow, maneuvered his body onto the bed fully and was carefully holding Jonathan up from putting too much pressure against his hip. Jonathan was dead asleep, the pain medicine and surgery eating at his body's energy. Stacy pressed his index finger to his lips and the nurse nodded. She made a few quick notes on her chart before retreating, not even bothering to inform Stacy that visiting hours had ended thirty minutes before.


  THE END
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  HIDING MARIAH


  by Cheryl Dyson


  The knocking was getting louder. Bob thought it was part of his dream, but when his eyes snapped open, he realized someone was at his front door. Pounding on his front door.


  "Hang… hang on!" he yelled and swung his feet out of bed. He caught a glimpse of the clock on his way to the door. Who the hell was banging on his door at 5:47 in the morning? Was there a fire in the building? He yanked the door open.


  A hard object was thrust against Bob's torso. "Take care of Mariah. Don't let them get her. I'm counting on you, man."


  Bob tried to shake off his sleep-addled confusion long enough to form a question, but by the time he did, the man had trotted to the stairwell and disappeared. Bob shifted his attention to the object in his hands. It seemed to be a potted cactus plant. And the man had been Bob's strange, but very attractive neighbor from two doors down.


  "Wait, what?" Bob called and broke his stasis to run to the stairs. He peered down just as the exit door clicked shut. His neighbor was gone. Bob did not even know his name. "What the hell?"


  Bob carried the cactus back to his apartment and placed the pot on the kitchen table. He cocked his head. It looked a bit suggestive—one tall, prickly stalk bordered by two smaller, rounded cacti.


  "Mariah, you look like a cock and balls," Bob said and then rolled his eyes. "And I'm talking to a cactus." He shook his head and shambled back to his bed where he crawled between the sheets and tried to reclaim his lost sleep.


  ****


  More loud banging roused Bob sometime later, and he flung the blankets aside and stood up.


  "Hold your fucking horses!" he bellowed. He assumed it was the cactus owner returning, so he didn't bother to hurry. He picked up his jeans from a nearby chair and tugged them on, then slipped his feet into his Nikes as protection from the cold hardwood floor. Bob dragged a clean T-shirt over his head and walked to the door, which had gone ominously quiet. He wondered if the strange neighbor-guy had given up.


  Bob opened the door, only to have it shoved open another foot. A gun was thrust into his face, and someone bellowed, "WHERE IS THE CACTUS?"


  With reflexes born of sheer terror, Bob gripped the edge of the door and slammed it shut, narrowly missing the toe of the black boot the would-be intruder tried to shove through to prevent it from closing.


  The doorknob twisted as Bob flipped the deadbolt to the locked position. He backed away as fists pounded against the door. "Give us the cactus and we'll leave!"


  Bob snatched up his cell phone and dialed 911. They were crazy. The world had gone crazy. He glared at the cactus and held the phone to his ear, trying to ignore the banging on the door. His neighbors would hopefully report the ruckus as well. The pounding stopped, and in the moment of silence, Bob realized he did not hear a ringtone from his phone.


  He stared at his cell as the words UNABLE TO CONNECT popped up on the screen. His jaw sagged. Unable to connect?


  A solid thud hit the door, and Bob heard the doorframe crack. Were they actually trying to break in? Shaking off his astonishment, Bob cleared his phone and tried again, only to get the same message.


  "I am in the twilight zone," Bob said aloud and then the doorframe made a splintering sound. Not willing to be trapped inside his apartment if the crazy people with a gun made it inside, Bob hurried for the window. He knew he couldn't fight them off. There had been three others in the hallway, possibly more. The apartment was old, and a rickety metal fire escape dotted the outside of the building, with a ladder that led to the ground. Once down he could run for help. The local police station was just up the street.


  When Bob reached the window, he glanced back at the cactus on the table. What was so important about the stupid plant? He hurried back and snatched it up. Maybe the police could figure it out.


  Bob pushed open the window and stepped out onto the metal balcony. The wind was bitterly cold, and he regretted grabbing the damned cactus instead of a jacket. He heard a shout below and looked down to see a man perched on the shoulders of another, striving to reach the rungs of the ladder below.


  "Son of a bitch!" Bob muttered and glanced up. There was roof access from the interior stairwell. He had seen window washers using it back when his apartment had belonged to his friend Alyssa. Carefully holding the plant pot with one arm, Bob started to climb the steps.


  He reached the roof quickly and felt only slightly winded—and much warmer—for the exercise. He jogged across the empty expanse of roofline and grasped the handle of the door that jutted from a small brick building. It was locked. Of course.


  He growled and whirled around, wondering where he was going to go now. He supposed he could go back to the fire escape and drop the cactus onto the heads of his pursuers.


  "Hey!" someone yelled. "This way! Come here!"


  Bob looked toward the voice and saw his neighbor waving at him from the adjacent roof. Bob refused to be surprised. After all that had already happened, the reappearance of the person who had shoved a cactus into his hands seemed almost ordinary. His neighbor held a huge board in his hands, standing it upright. As Bob watched, it fell with a loud bang, slapping across the gap that divided the two buildings.


  Bob walked over but paused to stare across the chasm. "What are you doing? What did you get me involved in? And what do those Neanderthals want with this?" He shot the questions at the man and thrust the cactus out accusingly. "Who are you?"


  The man's black hair fluffed over his eyes from a gust of wind. He lifted a hand to brush it back and then beckoned. "You've got Mariah! Great! Come on, they'll be up here any minute!"


  Come on? Bob looked at the board and then gaped at the man. Surely he did not expect Bob to walk across? "It's five stories down! Are you crazy?"


  "I've done it a hundred times! It's easy!"


  Shouts sounded behind Bob, and he glanced over his shoulder to see two burly-looking men ascending onto the roof from the fire escape. Bob swallowed. Were they armed like the one in the hallway had been?


  "Come on, come on, come on!"


  Since the alternative was to stand on the roof and possibly get shot, Bob turned back and steeled himself. It wasn't that great a distance. Ten, maybe twelve feet, and the board looked about a foot wide. Dammit! Without pausing to think about what he was doing, Bob stepped onto the board and hurried across, keeping his eyes fixed on the man who watched him. The man whose face he was going to punch if he made it across without dying.


  Bob's intent to do violence was thwarted by the cactus still gripped in his hands, plus the fact that his attractive neighbor held out his hands to grip Bob's arm the moment he drew within reach. "That was awesome!" he said with a bright laugh.


  Bob's heart hammered in his chest, and he could not remember the last time he had been so terrified, or so enraged. He felt like throwing up. "Take your goddamn cactus and get out of my sight!" Bob snarled.


  "Naw, you're doing a great job taking care of Mariah. You keep her. Come on, it won't take them long to get over here. Of course, they'll have to go down first." He let go of Bob's arm and reached down to hoist the board back into the air, swinging it away just before the men on the opposite roof could grab it. He looked like a skinny skater boy, but his muscles flexed beneath the thin black jacket he wore. He weathered the effort of lifting the long board with ease. Bob was impressed in spite of his anger.


  "Not fair, Takara!" one of the men yelled.


  Bob's rescuer lifted his hands with a grin. "I'm not touching it! It's totally fair!" He turned and gave Bob's arm a quick squeeze. "Let's go!"


  He jogged for the stairwell entrance—the door stood open, and Bob followed, entering the wind-blocking alcove gratefully. His fingers felt frozen around the ceramic pot. "Takara? Is that your name? Who are those guys? What did they mean by 'fair'?"


  "Actually, you can call me Jory. I don't really acknowledge the Takara part." He started down the concrete steps.


  Bob frowned as he hurried after him. Takara—Jory—wore tight black jeans and flashy monochrome tennis shoes that looked expensive. His black fleece jacket had no markings and the edges of his black hair nearly blended into the collar. When he turned his head to smile at Bob, the glint of an earring caught his eye. It wasn't black, as Bob half-expected, but green, too large to be a real emerald.


  "Look, Jory, I don't know what's going on and I really don't know why I'm carrying a cactus and pulling insane stunts like walking across a tiny board over a five story gap, and I definitely don't know why there are men with guns trying to break down the door of my apartment—" Bob's voice was rising to a hysterical pitch, but Jory stopped and looked up at him sharply.


  "Guns? They have guns?"


  "Yeah, one of them—hey, do you have a cell phone? I need to call the police! My phone isn't working, and they are probably trashing my place and stealing everything I own by now."


  "Guns. Huh, that doesn't sound right." Jory turned and pelted down the stairs again, forcing Bob to hurry after him. It was difficult to jog down stairs with a cactus plant in hand.


  "Wait! The police, remember?"


  "No, we can't call the police. They can't get involved." Jory pushed open the door marked with a large number 3 and hurried down a hallway whose floors looked to have been laminated in the 1970s. The plaster walls were cracked and peeling.


  "What is this place? Wait, what do you mean no police? Of course we have to call the police!"


  Jory opened a door at the end of the hallway and then pushed aside a wooden grate to reveal a tiny elevator. "Trust me, Bob," he said and then reached out and hooked his fingers into the front pocket of Bob's jeans. Bob's eyebrows lifted skyward as Jory gave a yank and pulled him into the lift. Before he could comment on the intimate contact or rough treatment, Jory was closing the grate and pressing the button for the ground floor.


  "How do you know my name?" Bob asked.


  Jory spoke without turning around. "'Welcome to Bank of America. How can I help you?'"


  Bob flushed, but he cast his mind back to the hundreds of customers that came into the bank every week. Surely he would have remembered someone like Jory? Wouldn't he? Jory did look familiar, but probably because he had run into him in the apartment building hallways and stairwell more than once. They had never exchanged more than a nod of greeting before today.


  "You're a bank customer?"


  "No, but I've seen you there." The elevator stopped with a lurch and Jory opened the grate before pushing the door open and peering out. "Coast is clear, at the moment. They'll expect us to come down the stairs."


  Bob opened his mouth to ask additional questions, feeling more and more out of control of the situation, but Jory spoke first.


  "Look, if we get separated, I want you to hide Mariah somewhere secure. It's important, okay? And then meet me at Ivar's at the waterfront. I'll wait for you in that caged thingy where people eat outside. You know where that is?"


  "Yeah, but why would we get separated? And you still haven't told me why I shouldn't call the police. Or anything at all."


  Jory drew away from the door and clamped a hand over Bob's mouth. "Shhh. They're out there."


  Bob's heart seemed to hammer into his throat. Jory's hand was warm on his cold face, and it smelled earthy, like old boards. Bob wrinkled his nose at the memory of Jory swinging the board over the chasm. His hands probably were rife with bacteria; Bob probably shouldn't like them pressed against his lips.


  Jory jerked his hand away as if sensing Bob's thoughts. Footsteps sounded beyond the closed portal and then a door slammed down the hall.


  "Come on. They headed upstairs. Most people don't know this door leads to an elevator. Let's go outside and regroup."


  Despite his need for answers, Bob was happy to escape the confining space and the sensation of being trapped. The cold air felt bracing even though it cut through Bob's T-shirt like knife blades. At least he was no longer stuck on a roof.


  "Shit! They must have brought reinforcements. I'll decoy them away. You get Mariah to safety. Hurry! And no police! I'll explain later!" With that, Jory put on a burst of speed and pelted across the street and away. He shouted at two men as he passed them and they immediately gave chase. Remembering the gun in his face, Bob turned the other direction and ran.


  ****


  Sitting on a metal bench outside the designated restaurant, Bob stared at the cluster of seagulls beyond the chain-link and tapped his fingers on his leg impatiently. Jory should at least have given him a specific time to meet. Bob bit his lip, harder than intended, and hoped Jory hadn't been captured. The men had all been large and rough-looking. He wondered what they wanted. Bob had examined the cactus thoroughly, and it had not seemed the slightest bit unusual, except for the shape. It was just a cactus.


  He had debated tossing the damned thing into the nearest dumpster and walking to the police station, but the memory of Jory's earnest face stopped him. There was something about Jory that intrigued him. Bob's friend Alyssa had formerly rented the apartment Bob currently occupied. She had moved in with her boyfriend and had recommended Bob to the landlord, so the place had never even gone on the market. It was within walking distance of the bank where Bob worked, plus it was enormous for a studio, with high ceilings and large windows. The price was reasonable as it catered to the artistic sort, talented and starving.


  Bob wondered if Jory was an artist. Several times while passing in the hallway, Bob had wanted to do more than nod at him, but Jory's direct eye contact and almost fey look had been intimidating. Bob had always dropped his gaze and hurried past.


  He knows my name, Bob mused, and he knows where I work. Why? It was flattering, but after recent events, Bob felt cynical enough to be suspicious.


  "Hey," someone said behind him and Bob nearly jumped out of his skin. He whirled to find Jory watching him with wide eyes. He reached out a hand and clapped it to Bob's shoulder. "Hey, it's okay. It's just me. Sorry to scare you like that."


  Bob forced himself to relax. He took in Jory's clothing in surprise. The black jacket was gone, revealing a short-sleeved blue T-shirt. Bob stared.


  Jory frowned after a moment and looked down. "What?"


  Bob shook himself. "You must be freezing. Where's your coat?" In truth, Jory wore the shirt like a supermodel. It gathered in all the right places, showing off the mouth-watering V shape of his torso and fit like a glove around Jory's shoulders and chest. Two small bumps gave evidence of the cold; Jory's nipples were hard. Bob swallowed and dragged his eyes upward, willing himself not to look at the studded white belt just visible beneath the hem of the shirt, wrapped around Jory's slender hips. Bob had long known he was gay; he just hadn't realized he had a type. Until now.


  "Yeah, one of them grabbed me. I had to make like an eel and ditch my jacket to get away." Jory's eyes narrowed. "You didn't go back to your place, did you?"


  Bob shook his head. "I went to a friend's. Borrowed this jacket and scarf while I was there. It's too cold to be walking around dressed like that." He indicated Jory's lack of warm attire.


  Jory rubbed his hands up and down his arms in the universal gesture of trying to get warm. He smiled, and Bob noted that his teeth were brilliantly white and perfectly shaped. He also had a dimple on one side.


  "Want to go inside where it's warmer?" Bob jerked his head at the large wooden building that jutted out over the water. It had once been a warehouse, built in the days of railroad transportation but had been converted into a tourist trap filled with kitschy shops and assorted eateries.


  "Yeah." Jory turned and headed for the interior. When the heavy door closed behind them, the silence was almost as welcome as the warmth. The old building was solid and the sounds of seagulls cawing, tourists chattering, and the gusting howl of the cold wind were effectively blocked.


  Boards creaked beneath Jory's feet as he walked down the long hallway past a store selling novelty shot glasses and seashell-adorned knickknacks. He paused outside a bread shop and looked at Bob. "Hey, where is Mariah?"


  Bob shrugged. "At my friend Alyssa's. It's where I picked up this coat and—"


  "You took her to Alyssa's? Shit! Come on!" To Bob's surprise, Jory bolted for the door and pushed back out into the cold.


  Bob ran after him and caught him at the curb. "Wait! What's the problem?" He was about to ask if Jory knew Alyssa, but then kicked himself. Of course he knew Alyssa. She had lived in the same building for two years. For all Bob knew, she and Jory might have had dinner together three times a week.


  Jory's eyes scanned the passing cars. Traffic was fairly light for a Saturday, probably because of the cold weather, but people would flock to the docks later, regardless. Jory did not bother to walk to the nearest crosswalk; he simply started into the street.


  Bob swiveled his head, panicked, and searched for bicycle cops. He did not need a jaywalking ticket. No black and yellow clad policemen were visible, so Bob jogged after Jory, who had reached the other side and cut through some ornamental shrubs to the parking lot on the other side.


  "They'll go to her place next," Jory said when Bob caught up.


  "They? You mean the guys with the guns?"


  "That couldn't have been a real gun. Charles was just messing around, getting into character. It's stupid, yeah, but he's always had a thing for military games and stuff."


  "Charles? Games? What are you talking about?" Bob reached out and snagged Jory's elbow. His skin was cold. "When are you going to tell me what the hell is going on?"


  Jory stopped and pushed his dark hair out of his eyes before looking at Bob steadily. One strand fell back and caught on Jory's long eyelashes. His eyes were the color of dark chocolate and his features had a slightly Asian cast. Takara, Bob remembered, so there must have been Japanese in his ancestry.


  "Look, it's just a game, but the stakes are kind of high. I probably should have asked if you wanted to play before involving you, but…."


  Bob goggled at him. "A game? You're saying that people breaking down my door and chasing us all over town is a game?"


  Jory winced. "Sorry about your door. I'll pay to fix it. Charles is…. Well, he's a bit stupid and gets carried away. Hopefully the other guys stopped him before he actually broke in, since it is a felony, but…. Anyway, we really do need to get Mariah and Alyssa will kick my ass if I involve her in this, so can we please get a move on?" Jory rubbed his arms again and turned away.


  Bob's thoughts were whirling. A game? He had been terrified out of his wits and risked his life walking across a five-story drop for a game? He could not trust himself to speak, so he only trailed after Jory, who had set off at a brisk pace.


  Alyssa's new place was several blocks away and uptown. The grade rose steeply past the docks and Bob's thighs and calves burned as he powered up the hill after Jory, unwillingly admiring the motion of Jory's hindquarters in the black jeans and the play of his muscles as he walked.


  Traffic was heavy on Third while they waited for the light. Bob tried not to pant with exertion. He was in good shape, but such a steep climb always left him gasping for breath. Jory did not even seem to be breathing hard. He glanced at Bob as they waited and then winced when a drop of water hit his cheek.


  "Of course it has to rain," Jory said in a wry tone.


  "Here," Bob said impulsively and unwound the scarf from around his neck. He stepped closer to Jory and wrapped it around his throat, looping it once and then straightening it with a quick tug on the ends. His knuckles grazed Jory's chest, and he felt his cheeks heat with a blush. He dared not meet Jory's eyes. The scarf was a soft grey color with a muted violet pattern and looked surprisingly stylish with Jory's blue shirt.


  Idiot, Bob said to himself, you're supposed to be pissed off at the guy, not admiring his ability to look like a fashion model.


  "Thanks," Jory said and curled his hands around the scarf near his throat. He lifted it and inhaled. "It's warm. And it smells like you."


  Their eyes locked, and Bob's blush darkened. His tongue felt caught in his throat, and he couldn't think of a single thing to say.


  "Green light," Jory added and then slipped around Bob and trotted across the street. Bob swallowed hard and followed.


  ****


  They banged on Alyssa's door. The apartment she shared with her boyfriend was in a more modern building, accessed through a keypad-triggered door at street level. Once upstairs, Bob fumbled in his pocket with the key. He wondered where Alyssa had gone, since she had not answered the buzzer. She hadn't been home earlier, either, when Bob had dropped off the cactus and borrowed one of Scott's old coats.


  "Anyone here?" Bob yelled as he opened the door. Silence greeted the question. "That's weird, they were—hey, it's gone."


  "What's gone?" Jory asked, looking around as if he hadn't seen the place before. Bob wondered how close Jory had been to Alyssa. Had they dated? It was a disturbing thought, but Bob liked to think Alyssa would have mentioned it. Plus she had been hung up on Scott for a long time.


  "The cactus. I put it right there when I came in before." Bob gestured toward the countertop.


  "So either she moved it or the boys took it," Jory replied. He dug a phone out of the front of his jeans, making Bob wonder if he had a special pocket to keep it from slipping out. Jory's slender finger skated across the screen and then his thumbs moved in a texting pattern.


  Bob wandered through the rest of the apartment to keep himself from staring at Jory. He checked the tabletops and bookshelves to see if Alyssa had moved the cactus, but it was nowhere to be found.


  "The boys are downstairs. Come on, Bobbin."


  Bob scowled at the name, but before he could comment, Jory was out the door. By the time Bob went out and locked it, Jory was down the hall standing before the elevators. The bell pinged and Jory got on, holding the door open with one hand. Bob hurried to join him.


  Jory grinned at him and pressed the button for the ground floor. Bob wished Jory wasn't so adorable. It was hard to be annoyed with him.


  "What's so special about the cactus, anyway?" Bob asked, feeling grouchy in contrast to Jory's cheerfulness.


  Jory shrugged and then lifted his hands to pull his hair back in a combing gesture. Bob gaped at him with a shock of recognition.


  "Oh my god. You're that barista!" Bob blurted out.


  Jory dropped his hair, which spilled back over his face again. He huffed it out of one eye with a puff of breath and cocked an eyebrow at Bob. "That barista?"


  "You always wear a hat, right? That's why I didn't recognize you."


  Jory grinned. "Yeah, they make us wear ugly hairnet things if we don't do something to keep our hair back. Mine isn't long enough to wear in a ponytail, so I just wear a beanie. I hate it, though." He combed his fingers through his black hair again. "I much prefer having my hair loose."


  Bob shook his head. How had he not recognized the hot boy he had admired a half-dozen times? Granted, he did not often travel to the coffee shop on Sixth, since it was out of the way, but still….


  "Skinny vanilla latte," Jory said and cocked a finger at him.


  Bob nodded and looked away, flattered that Jory had recalled his drink order even though he had only been to the shop a couple of times. Bob remembered Jory was beautiful; he was even more so with his hair down.


  "How do you like working at…?" Bob paused, forgetting the name of the establishment.


  "How do I like wasting my life, you mean?" Jory asked with a trace of bitterness. He shrugged. "It's all right. I like coffee and my coworkers are great. Plus it really annoys my father." The door opened, and Jory walked out. The hallway was marble-lined, and the exit doors were glass. Outside, Bob could see three men, one of whom had brandished a gun in Bob's face earlier. Bob hung back, but Jory beckoned to him.


  "It's all right. Come on."


  "Where is the damn thing?" Gun-boy demanded when Jory and Bob stepped outside.


  Jory shrugged. "Dunno. It was here, but now it's gone. I thought you guys had it."


  "Liar! It's up there, isn't it?"


  Bob glared at the man, remembering the splintering of his doorframe. "Did you break into my apartment?" he demanded.


  The guy looked away, and one of the others piped up. "No, man, we stopped him. There is a little damage, though. We figured…"


  "You figured I'd take care of it. Thanks," Jory said and sighed.


  "Sorry, we—hey, isn't that Mallory?" The one speaking lifted a hand and pointed across the street. Bob followed his gesture and saw two men talking and gesticulating in their direction. One of them spoke into a cell phone.


  "How did they know about this? Shit! Did one of you spill the beans?"


  "No, Jory! Fuck, they must have tapped one of us again. Goddamn Snyder!"


  "Split up!" Jory said and reached out to grab Bob's wrist with a cold hand. "This just got serious. We need to find that cactus and Bob and I are the best bet for locating it."


  "How do you know Snyder doesn't have it already?" one protested.


  "Because then Mallory wouldn't be headed this way. Go!" With that, Jory took off at a run, Bob's wrist sliding free of his grip after the initial tug. Bob found himself running after him. The rain stopped spitting and began to fall in earnest.


  "Where are we going?" Bob yelled as Jory rounded the corner and pelted up the sidewalk for a short distance before ducking into an alleyway and then shoving through a battered metal door into an old parking garage.


  "I don't know!"


  They raced up an incline and then through the main garage entrance. They crossed the street in the direction that displayed a green light and then pelted down the sidewalk. Thankfully, this one had an overhang that kept most of the rain off the sidewalk. Bob glanced behind them, to see if they were being followed. Jory turned the next corner and headed back downhill before ducking into a coffee shop.


  There was a short line, and the windows were small and covered in reflective film. Casual passers-by would never notice them without walking inside.


  "We'll be safe in here for a minute. Plus I'm freezing and can use a coffee. Want one?"


  Bob shook his head. He was already pumped up on adrenaline; he did not need to augment it with caffeine.


  "Why don't you call Alyssa and ask what she did with Mariah?" Jory suggested.


  Bob frowned and pulled his phone from his coat pocket. To his surprise, there was a message. He punched in his passcode and listened to it, drifting toward the back wall of the shop while Jory placed his order with the barista.


  Bob shook his head and tucked his phone away before crossing the shop to wait with Jory near the PICK UP YOUR ORDER HERE counter. "Alyssa took Mariah—the cactus—back to my place. She left for the coast with Scott. I can't believe I forgot."


  Jory let out a sigh of obvious relief. "Thank goodness. We can go grab Mariah from your place and figure out where to go from there."


  "She wanted to know why my door was fucked up."


  Jory giggled, and Bob gave him a threatening glare, but Jory stepped away to retrieve his coffee. To Bob's surprise, Jory handed him a steaming paper cup. "Skinny vanilla latte half-caf with a sprinkle of cinnamon."


  Bob took it, feeling more gratitude than he should have. It was coffee, for fuck's sake, but still, it was a nice gesture. "Thanks."


  Jory slipped out the door and looked in both directions before weaving through a line of cars stopped at the light. Cursing him under his breath, Bob followed, trying not to spill his coffee. "Will you stop jaywalking?" he hissed when he caught up.


  Jory laughed. "You really are law-abiding, aren't you?"


  "What's wrong with that?" Bob demanded.


  Jory gave him a look that on a close friend might have been described as fond. "Nothing. It's cute. Hey, bus!"


  Nonplussed, Bob hurried after him. The bus was only partly full, and Jory made his way to the back of the vehicle where he sprawled in the rear-most seats. Bob sat on the side-facing seat near him and watched warily out the windows for their pursuers.


  "Who are Snyder and Mallory?" Bob asked.


  Jory tipped his head back and looked at the ceiling as if planning to shut his eyes and go to sleep. "I'll tell you at your place," he said.


  Bob shut up and drank his coffee. It was only a two minute ride to the stop closest to his apartment, so he was not finished by the time they exited. They walked back to Bob's apartment in silence and took the stairs to the second floor.


  The doorjamb was splintered, and the door was loose in the frame, but it was still locked and could not be forced open. Bob realized his keys were sitting on his bedside table—inside the apartment. "Um…"


  Jory seemed to realize the problem without Bob speaking. He guzzled the rest of his coffee and handed Bob the empty cup. "Wait right here." He walked down the hall to his own apartment, used a key to open the lock, and disappeared inside.


  Bob wondered what he was doing. Getting something to jimmy the lock? He was just about to walk down the hall and ask when the door to his own apartment opened. Jory smiled and gestured him inside with a flourish.


  "How did you get in?" Bob asked.


  "Fire escape. Out my window and in through yours. I figured it was still open from your escape earlier."


  Clever. Bob walked to the kitchen area to throw away the cups; he spotted Mariah on the counter. "Here is your cactus. Good as new. Are you going to tell me what this game is all about, or are you going to disappear with your plant?"


  "Do you want me to disappear?" Jory asked in a quiet voice.


  Surprised, Bob made a show of rinsing out the cups and tossing them into the recycle bin. Did he? Did he really want Jory to leave so that he could go back to his boring life? What had Bob intended to do before Jory had thrown his day into disarray? He had planned to do laundry and get caught up on homework for his online accounting class, maybe watch a movie.


  "No. I don't want you to disappear."


  Jory beamed and then sat on one of the barstools. Bob turned on the water and washed his hands while Jory began to talk.


  "We're all online gamers. Hardcore. I had to specially insulate my apartment to keep the noise level down; sometimes I get worked up and end up screaming through my headset. Neighbors don't like that at two in the morning."


  Bob laughed. "No, I imagine not." He wondered how one went about "specially insulating" an apartment, but did not want to interrupt Jory. "Hey, want something to eat?" Bob hadn't eaten all morning, and it was approaching ten o'clock. His stomach was rumbling.


  "Sure, thanks. Anyway, I got my hands on a special code for this one game, a code that hasn't been released to the general public yet. It opens up some amazing new features and is going to blow the lid off the gaming universe. Do you play?"


  Bob pulled out some ingredients from the fridge. Eggs, bacon, and some fresh veggies. He selected a knife from the block and started chopping. He shook his head with an almost guilty glance at the television.


  "Not much. I fail at online shooter games. I tried a couple of times, but I always end up getting yelled at and called a noob, so it turns out not being fun. There are a few solo adventure games I like." He gestured toward his lone gaming system, which had been collecting dust for a few weeks. Ever since he'd started his online classes, he felt guilty whenever he was screwing around instead of studying.


  "Such a loner," Jory said and tsked. "It's more fun when you have someone to show you the ropes. Hey, you're really good at that."


  Bob glanced up and smiled. He might have been showing off his knife skills a bit while chopping the onions and peppers. He loved to cook and had considered entering the culinary arts at one time. It just hadn't seemed practical enough.


  "Where did you get the secret code? And what does the cactus have to do with it?" Bob gestured at Mariah with the knife.


  "Where I got it isn't important," Jory replied, sounding evasive. "And this is where Mariah comes in." He grabbed the ceramic pot with both hands and gave the base a twist. The bottom section came free to reveal a shallow bowl. A scrap of paper was taped to it. Jory peeled it away and held it up with two fingers. "Gaming gold."


  Bob shook his head. It seemed silly for grown men to get worked up over such a thing. "Why give it to me?" he asked.


  "The guys and I sometimes like to play outside the box. We go to paintball clubs; Jason and Mike took up parkour; we do GPS scavenger hunts. Stuff like that. It's fun and keeps us from turning into couch potatoes."


  "Male bonding," Bob said with a grin and set a frying pan on the stove. In spite of his amused tone, he felt a little envious. He did not have any close male friends. He supposed he was a loner, although not really by choice. Most of his friends were girls, like Alyssa.


  "Yeah. Anyway, you seemed like you could use some fun, so I thought you might want to play."


  Bob blinked at him and then scowled as he cut off a slab of butter with the knife tip and dropped it into the pan. It sizzled. "You didn't think to ask first?"


  Jory grinned. "Pretty sure you would have said no."


  Bob snorted, but Jory was probably right. "If I had known it involved being chased around town by crazed gamer boys, I definitely would have said no."


  "Yeah, those guys. Snyder is sort of the leader of our rival gang. It started online where they were constantly harassing us and being assholes. Then it moved offline. They challenged us to a paintball match, got their asses kicked, and have been acting like even worse dicks ever since."


  "How did they find out about that?" Bob indicated the paper with the code displayed.


  Jory's eyes glittered. Bob drew in a breath. He would never have considered Jory dangerous, but he realized he would not want to be on the wrong side of that stare. "Fucking Snyder thinks he's a spy. He loves to plant surveillance equipment on us. I installed a security system in my place, and I have to sweep for bugs occasionally. The other guys aren't as diligent, so Snyder usually knows what we're up to. I should have checked more thoroughly when I knew the stakes were this high."


  Bob scraped the onions and peppers from the cutting board into the pan. The resulting sizzle and burst of steam flavored the air with a delicious smell. "Bugging equipment? Isn't that stuff expensive? And illegal?"


  "Snyder comes from a rich family. Anything he wants, he gets. He's got a pretty big sense of entitlement. And the cops don't care about a few kids using surveillance equipment for playing games, not that any of us would squeal by going to the police. No one gets hurt by it, at least not so far."


  Bob lifted the pan and gave it a shake to toss the veggies. He grabbed his grinder and cranked some pepper in, and then added a pinch of salt. "Mushrooms?"


  Jory wrinkled his nose and shook his head.


  Bob grabbed a baggie of pre-cooked chopped bacon from the fridge and dumped it into the pan. He preferred to cook an entire package of bacon at once, and then freeze the strips and chop some into pieces for salad topping, omelets, or soups. He let it heat through and whisked several eggs in a bowl before pouring them over the mixture in the pan.


  When it was nearly cooked through, he lifted the pan and gave it a quick jerk, flipping the entire omelet over and catching it in the pan, uncooked side down.


  Jory gasped. "You did not just do that. I've never seen anyone do that except on television."


  "It's easy," Bob said a trifle smugly. He had practiced the maneuver what seemed a million times, until it was second nature. "It helps to have great pans."


  "I don't think I own any pans," Jory said and then laughed at Bob's horrified look. "Just kidding. I might have one. Somewhere."


  "What do you eat?"


  "Takeout. Nuked food. Pizza." Jory shrugged.


  "That's not food," Bob protested. He sliced the omelet in half with a silicon spatula and then slid one half onto a plate. He clipped some fresh parsley from the plant on the windowsill and sprinkled it over the top, and then added a sprig for garnish. It felt stereotypically gay, but he decided he didn't care.


  "Fancy," Jory said as Bob handed him the plate and a fork.


  "No, this is fancy," Bob countered and grabbed two crystal wineglasses from his rack. He poured a large splash of orange juice into each glass from the carton in the fridge, and then grinned when Jory raised his glass in a toast.


  "To real food," he said.


  "To real food," Bob repeated and clinked his glass against Jory's.


  They ate for a few minutes and Jory made appreciative sounds and gave Bob the thumbs up, then he said seriously, "I shouldn't stay here. Snyder won't stop looking for me. They'll come back here eventually."


  "Looking for that?" Bob gestured at the code, which now rested next to Jory's plate.


  "Yeah, now that he knows it exists, he won't rest until he gets it, or drives me insane trying."


  "Can't you just destroy it? Set it on fire or whatever?"


  Jory looked so traumatized that Bob nearly laughed.


  "You didn't make a copy? You seriously wrote something like that on a piece of paper and did not make a copy?"


  "The stakes need to be high or the game is pointless."


  Bob did not mention that the whole scenario seemed pointless to him. "There has to be a safer place to keep it than inside a cactus pot. Why don't you just—?" Bob's eyes widened, and he chuckled. "Come on, I know where you can take it." He put the plates in the sink to deal with later and glanced out the window. It was pouring rain. "You need a coat."


  He crossed the room to his "bedroom". The apartment was one large room with a small bathroom, so Bob had created a more private space by hanging large swaths of heavy burgundy fabric from a bars-and-chains setup suspended from the exposed ceiling beams. It even had a makeshift door, although he usually didn't bother to close the space off.


  In one corner stood a large wooden wardrobe cabinet he'd bought at an auction and refurbished. He opened it and flipped through his hanging jackets.


  "Your place is nicer than mine. I like this setup," Jory said, and Bob turned to find him sprawled on his back on Bob's bed. Jory swiveled his head toward him and smiled; for a moment, he looked like a dozen of Bob's fantasies come to life. Bob swallowed hard and thrust a water-resistant black jacket in Jory's direction.


  "Want to borrow this?" he asked and then realized it had been a stupid idea. Jory lived right down the hall. He could fetch one of his own coats on the way out.


  Jory sat up and then pushed off the bed to take the coat. "Yeah, thanks. Good thinking. It will save time." He shrugged into the coat, and it looked only slightly too big for him. He flipped the large hood over his head and added, "Hey, maybe they won't recognize me in this."


  Not unless they catch a glimpse of your perfect ass, Bob thought and smiled. He grabbed a similar coat in tan—his mother had a thing for coats and sent him at least one per year—and made a mental note to return the one he'd been wearing to Alyssa's later.


  "Are you going to tell me where we're going?" Jory asked.


  "Just trust me," Bob replied, glad that he was finally gaining some control of the situation.


  They went out into the downpour, watching for anyone that might be lurking, and headed uptown. Jory ducked into doorways twice in order to tap out messages on his phone.


  "I think we're good. The boys led Mallory and Hitch on a goose chase. They lost them in the Market."


  Bob breathed a sigh of relief. He'd had more than enough of crazy people for one day. The bank where Bob worked was only four blocks from his apartment. He had a safety deposit box there; it was the best place he could think of to store Jory's code.


  The rain did not let up as they walked. Bob was glad they had taken the time to dress appropriately. As it was, his shoes and the exposed portions of his jeans were soaked by the time they reached the second stoplight.


  "Still not going to tell me where we're going?" Jory asked.


  Bob shook his head. "I think it's your turn to be in the dark."


  Jory chuckled. "Fair enough."


  "How was this game supposed to work? Before Snyder and his gang got involved? I mean, how did you know I wouldn't just hand over the cactus when they knocked on my door?"


  Jory shrugged. "I had a feeling about you. I rely on my instincts a lot, probably even when I shouldn't. I thought you might rise to the challenge if the opportunity presented itself." He gave Bob a grin and nudged him with an elbow. "Looks like I was right."


  Bob snorted. "You got lucky. If I'd been more awake, I would have traded the cactus for a cup of coffee."


  Jory laughed. "Sure. By the way, Charles apologized for the gun thing. It was just an air pistol. He's such a noob."


  Bob caught sight of the bank and breathed a sigh of relief. Nearly there. Hopefully this whole thing would be over once the precious code was locked away behind several inches of concrete, steel, and bulletproof glass.


  The light turned red, and Jory spun around to walk backward for a few steps. "I sort of like it when it rains like this," he said and lifted his arms. He tipped his head back, and Bob smiled when droplets of water hit Jory's face and trickled down his neck.


  "You're crazy," Bob said in amusement.


  "I've been told," Jory said as he faced frontward again and started across the street.


  "Jory!" Bob shouted and reacted without thinking. He bounded forward and snatched at Jory's coat, hauling him back with all his strength just as a blue sports car raced by in a blur with a screeching of brakes and a blast from its horn.


  The force of Bob's action sent them both slamming against the hood of a parked car. Jory landed atop Bob and their legs entangled. Bob winced, hoping they hadn't dented the hood of the vehicle.


  "Thanks," Jory breathed. His face was near-buried in Bob's throat, and his breath was warm on Bob's chilled skin. His body draped over him like a heavy blanket of heat.


  "Jesus, you could have been killed!" Bob said. His heart was racing with adrenalin, but he could not seem to move.


  "I didn't think anyone would care if I got killed," Jory said quietly. "Other than, you know, the guys."


  Bob's arms tightened; it wasn't until then that he noticed they were wrapped around Jory. "I'd care," he said sternly.


  Jory's lips pressed against Bob's throat, tentatively, as if uncertain what Bob's reaction would be. Beyond an intake of breath, Bob made no outward movement. Internally, however, the danger-sparked energy coursing through his body found a new meeting place—his groin.


  Jory's mouth opened, and he sucked lightly on Bob's pulse point, earning a sound that was half-whimper and half-moan. Bob's senses seemed ridiculously heightened. The rain pounding on the hood of the car sounded like thunder and everything smelled wet. He could see nothing because his eyes were closed, but his nerve-endings were supercharged. His fingers clenched in the wet coat Jory wore; the warmth of his hips and thighs seemed to burn through Bob's jeans.


  Bob wanted to…. He wanted….


  "Get a room!" someone said loudly and Bob heard a laugh and footsteps crunching on the wet sidewalk. His eyes snapped open.


  Jory chuckled. "Come on, Bobbin, let's get out of this wet." The delicious weight of his body left Bob feeling bereft, and then two hands gripped the front of his coat and hauled him away from the car.


  "Bobbin?" Bob asked incredulously, remembering Jory had used it once before. "Oh no, you will not be calling me that!"


  "Yes, I will. It's cute." Jory curled a hand around his wrist and pulled him back to the sidewalk.


  "It's not—no. I hate my name enough as it is, thank you very much." His words felt stilted and somewhat unreal. The blood still pounded through his veins, and he wanted nothing more than to wrap himself around Jory and kiss him until he was convinced that Jory actually wanted to kiss him. Already the interlude felt like something he'd imagined.


  "The name Bob is a bit, well, boring," Jory said. The light was red again, but he actually waited this time, hopefully aware of Bob's stern expression.


  "Tell me about it. I've spent half my life trying to get people to call me Rob, or even Robert, but for some irritating reason they always default to Bob. Or even worse, Bobby." He shuddered.


  "What about your last name?"


  "Davis? Try turning that into a nickname." Bob shook his head. "My name is as boring as toast, so Bob it is."


  "Anyone ever call you Bobbin?" Jory's grin was infectious.


  "No." Bob tried for a threatening tone, but he feared he failed miserably in the face of Jory's dancing eyes. "No, they have not."


  "Good." Jory's grin grew even wider, and Bob tried to glare at him and instead burst into laughter.


  "You are impossible!"


  The light turned green, and they crossed the street, safely this time, but they had just reached the opposite curb when a car pulled up as if planning to turn. The doors flung open, and three men emerged with a rush.


  "Oh, shit." Jory grabbed Bob's wrist and pulled, turning to run.


  Bob made it six steps and then slipped on a wet metal grate set into the sidewalk. His arm wrenched from Jory's grasp, and he fell to one knee, hard. He pushed to his feet, but a hand snared the hood of his coat. Jory had paused when Bob fell and he looked back, eyes wide.


  "Go!" Bob yelled. "Go, go, go!"


  Jory took off, running like a shot with two men on his heels. Bob watched as they all rounded the corner and then he was slammed chest-first into a nearby wall by the man holding him. Bob turned his head to avoid his chin colliding with the stone, but the breath was nearly knocked from his body.


  "Don't worry, they'll catch your boyfriend. Into the car you go." The man grabbed Bob's right arm and twisted it behind his back, then walked him to the car and shoved him inside. It was not a long, black model like in the movies, but a sleek, silver sedan. Bob stared around, wondering if anyone on the street noticed him being kidnapped, but the pounding rain seemed to have driven most people inside. There was no one on the street.


  He sat up on the leather seat just as something dark was thrust over his head, blocking all light. The car started to move. Bob fumbled for the door handle with one hand and the covering over his head with the other, intent on escape. His fingers had just located the latch when an arm crushed him back against the seat, and strong fingers grabbed his thumb. The digit was wrenched sharply, and Bob cried out, wondering if the bastard had dislocated it.


  "Sit tight, princess, you ain't going anywhere. And leave the sack on or I'll break it next time."


  The car sped up, and Bob massaged his sore thumb with his other hand. The pressure across his chest did not lessen and soon they were moving too quickly for leaping out of the car with any chance of survival. He tried to pay attention to the twists and turns, but gave up after a few minutes. It became hot and difficult to breathe inside the cloth bag that covered his head. He hoped they reached their destination soon.


  ****


  The car eventually stopped, and Bob was wrestled out of the car. The pavement beneath his feet was uneven—bricks?—and seemed to be a longish sort of driveway judging by the distance walked.


  "Step up," said his captor, who had one hand on his shoulder to guide him. Bob stepped up but caught the toe of his shoe on the step and nearly went sprawling. The fingers on his shoulder tightened, and the man sniggered.


  Bob straightened and then nearly fell again when he was shoved forward. His outstretched hands stopped his fall. One splayed against glass and the other on rough stone that scraped his fingers. His hand was knocked away from the glass, and a door was opened. Bob was thrust inside.


  The hand returned to his nape and he was pushed through a large room, evidenced by the echoing sound of their footsteps on a wooden floor.


  "Step down," he heard, too late, as his foot encountered nothing and he sprawled forward again. The man laughed again. This time, his flailing arms caught nothing until coming up with a painful jolt on a thankfully carpeted floor.


  Bob angrily tore the sack from his head and pushed himself to his feet. He expected a blow or a shove, so he danced away, half turning. The man only grinned at him.


  "Take off your coat and stay awhile," he said and gestured to a wooden chair in the center of the room. "In fact, I insist."


  Bob glared at him. "Are you Snyder?"


  The man laughed and shook his head. "Am I Snyder? I wish I was Snyder. No, you'll know when Snyder gets here. Now take off your coat unless you want me to do it for you."


  Bob did not like the sound of that, considering the man's willingness to see him humiliated and his lack of hesitation in nearly breaking his thumb. Bob unzipped the wet coat and shrugged out of it, wishing he could pull the phone from his pocket without the guy noticing.


  He did not get the chance as the man stepped forward and yanked the coat away, tearing it from Bob's arms. He rooted through the pockets, ignoring Bob's, "Hey!" of protest.


  "Sit down," the man growled and picked up Bob's cell phone. He glanced at it and then pulled Bob's wallet from an inner pocket and flipped it open. Bob debated grabbing for it, but a sharp glare stopped him. Another man walked in, killing Bob's half-baked plan to try to engage the bigger man in a fight.


  The second man held a coiled length of rope.


  "Robert Davis," the first one read. He glanced at Bob in amusement. "Is it Robbie, then? Or Bert?"


  Bob winced. Damn it, couldn't his parents have named him Dominic or Victor? No one ever made fun of Dominics or Victors, and they probably never got themselves into these sorts of situations, either. "Robert," he replied, hoping for the best.


  The wallet thief snorted a laugh. "Sure, Bertie. Now sit the hell down. Mike tie him tight. He might be more dangerous than he looks. Can never tell with people named Bertie." He chuckled at his own joke and then made a threatening motion toward Bob, who glared at him, but sat.


  Bob gnashed his teeth as his hands were bound to the chair near his hips. If his name were Dominic, he would never allow himself to be tied. Pragmatism shouldered through his self-disgust, and he knew as Dominic he would probably be beaten and bound to the chair anyway, and at least this way Bob was healthy and well while waiting for whatever was to come, instead of nursing broken teeth and fractured ribs.


  "What do you want?" he asked.


  "I want Jordan Takara," said a voice behind Bob, who craned his neck to look at the newcomer. A tall, slender man stood in the doorway. He had sandy hair and wore stylish oblong-framed glasses. A pale blue shirt with faint stripes covered a slender, almost-too-thin torso, and a silver-striped blue tie was knotted around his neck. "Or more precisely, I want that code."


  "You must be Snyder," Bob said. He felt somewhat relieved. The man looked like a stereotypical nerd and Bob could easily imagine him sitting in front of a television for hours with a gaming controller in his hand.


  "How nice that my reputation precedes me." Snyder walked forward and lifted the wallet from the first man. Bob caught a glimpse of the movement until a protesting muscle in his neck forced him to face forward. There was nothing in front of him except an expensive-looking wooden cabinet before a window with thick drawn curtains.


  "If you say so," Bob muttered.


  A hand reached out and gripped his chin, squeezing painfully. "Where is Takara?"


  "I don't know."


  The squeezing tightened, but Bob met his cold blue eyes steadily. If that was the worst he could do, then Bob could take it, even if his name wasn't Dominic. "Wrong answer." Snyder released Bob's chin and stepped away. "Grind, remove his shirt."


  Bob nearly grinned at the name. Grind? Except that Grind was suddenly grabbing Bob's T-shirt and his hands were tied to the chair, so how the hell was he planning to—?


  The fabric gave with a ripping sound and Bob yelped. "Hey! I liked that shirt!" Grind ignored him and kept tearing until Bob's former shirt was nothing more than a shredded rag. He pulled away the remains and wadded it up.


  Snyder sneered. "You will soon have more to worry about than your substandard department store clothing. How long have you known Takara?"


  The third man had exited, but now he returned with another set of ropes and tied Bob's legs to the chair. "Don't you think this is a bit much?" Bob asked. "I'm obviously not going anywhere."


  "I asked how long you've known Takara." Snyder's voice was low, and Bob frowned when he looked at the man. Snyder was not even looking at him, instead tapping on a blade-thin electronic tablet.


  "I just met him today, actually."


  "Curious. And obviously a lie, since he entrusted you with the code. Are you in a relationship?" He asked the last with a sneering tone and then added, "Apparently not, according to Facebook. Although, it seems you don't post there much. I see you are a fan of sushi. What do you know? We have something in common, Bobby. Two sisters, mumsie… no father or is he just another technophobe? What a cute photo of you as toddlers. No gay pride banners. Are you in the closet, Mr. Davis?"


  Bob gaped at him, horrified. He had never bothered to lock down his online profile. He was a bank teller, for fuck's sake. No one had ever cared about him enough to dig through his personal information.


  Snyder made a clucking noise. "You haven't even friended Takara. Definitely in the closet. Or are you just experimenting?" Snyder looked at Bob and smirked, but his eyes did not carry an amused glint. "Whatever. Are you planning to tell me where the code is?"


  Bob glared at him. "You realize kidnapping is a felony?"


  Snyder gasped. "It is? Oh my, I'm in trouble now." He rolled his eyes. "Your loyalty is wasted on Takara. He doesn't care about anyone but himself. And you haven't answered my question."


  "I don't know where the stupid code is. " Bob's tone was flat. He wondered how long Snyder planned to keep him.


  "How much do you know about Jordy-boy? Did he tell you about his daddy?"


  Bob tried to keep his face an impassive mask, but Snyder shook his head with a laugh. "Poor thing. You really are the flavor of the week. Where do you think your loverboy got the code? His father is Anthony Takara. A very big name at Newtomi."


  Bob was not much into video games, but even he had heard of the popular gaming company.


  Snyder nodded. "Yes, little Jordan is nothing but a dirty thief. I'm sure daddy will be very upset when he finds out his offspring is stealing from the company. Not that his father has much to do with him ever since he pranced out of the closet. Takara's act of pulling one over on the old man will be my gain." Snyder pulled a sleek phone from his back pocket and smiled. "Speak of the devil."


  Snyder lifted the phone to his ear. "Hello, Takara. Yes, he is here with me. Bob, you say? I would have expected something a little classier for a bank employee. No, Bob and I are going to play a little game."


  Bob listened intently, but he could hear nothing except a muted voice through Snyder's phone. Snyder listened also and then said, "Hmm, no, I can't do that. Not unless you're willing to bring me the code." Snyder paused and then chuckled. "I don't know that at all. You started this, so maybe you should man up and see it through. Bob will be here with me until you make up your mind."


  Snyder put the phone back in his pocket. He jerked his head, and Grind left the room. Bob waited, feeling a curious sense of bemusement. The whole thing seemed unbelievable, and he nearly cracked a smile. Snyder seemed to be trying to emulate a dangerous criminal, and it wasn't quite working.


  A different man entered holding a large semispherical item. He was a bit shorter than Grind, but stockier. He placed the device over Bob's head, earning a start. Bob thought for a moment that it was an upgraded version of the sack. Were they taking him somewhere? It was dark, but he felt something like a cord trailing down over his torso. A buckle was fastened beneath his chin, holding the light-blocking helmet in place.


  Something cold and wet was rubbed in a circle on his torso, just above his left nipple. Bob jerked away with an oath. "What are you doing?" he demanded. The cold wetness was repeated on the other side. Bob pulled against his bonds, but he was held fast.


  "All part of the game, Bobby."


  The wetness dried quickly and then something was taped over the spot. Cold metal in the center of a round piece of adhesive, with something that felt like a… Fuck. "What is this?" Bob asked and heard the edge of panic in his voice.


  "You'll see. Are you ready to play? You like Apocalypse games, right, Bob?"


  "I'm not into games," Bob admitted, feeling nervous for the first time. It was disorienting, and a bit terrifying to be locked in the dark with no idea what they planned to do him.


  "Too bad. I'm going to boot it up now. Get ready."


  Someone moved the helmet on Bob's head and something brushed against the side of his mouth for a moment. He tried to pull away, but he was held fast. "There you go," a voice said. "Your microphone."


  Bob blinked at the sudden brightness before his eyes. It flashed in a static pattern for a moment and then turned to a flat gray with three white lines at the bottom. Words appeared, and Bob realized it was a screen. He was wearing a virtual reality helmet.


  His relief was nearly overwhelming. "You're seriously going to have me play a game?" he asked dryly.


  "Disappointed? Your heart rate is pumping pretty fast there. Don't worry, things are about to get more exciting for you. Now what you need to remember is that this is a voice command game. You issue instructions and your avatar obeys."


  As Snyder spoke, an artistic rendering of a man appeared on the screen, standing in a barren white hallway with tile floors. Bob could only see his back from the thighs up. He had short dark hair and looked both right and left. His face showed a bit of stubble and he looked like a typical burly video game character, square-jawed and steely-eyed.


  "Tell him to walk," Snyder said.


  "You know, I really don't want to play," Bob replied.


  Bad command, a female voice said in Bob's ear, moments before a jolt of electricity nearly tore him out of the chair.


  "Fuck!" he yelled. "The fuck was that?" His heart was suddenly in his throat and the blood hammered in his veins. He heard dim laughter through the pounding in his ears.


  "That is what happens when you issue a bad command," Snyder said. "And also when you make a wrong turn, get hit by a foe, or pause too long in one place. Now, tell him to walk."


  Bob opened his mouth to protest, but the thought of a repeat of bad command was fresh in his mind. "Walk," he said reluctantly. The avatar moved down the white hallway.


  "When you reach the end of the hallway, say 'right'," said Snyder.


  Bob clenched his teeth. He wanted to scream. What sort of sadistic asshole hooked up electrodes to a video game? He tried not to think about karmic revenge for underestimating Snyder as he rotated his wrists in his bonds. There was some slack, but not much. "Right," he said when the avatar reached the end of the hallway. The burly character turned right and continued down another long hallway, this one lined with windows on the left and doors on the right.


  A door burst open, and Bob nearly shrieked when a shambling creature emerged. Its rotted, peeling skin was dotted with suppurating green sores.


  "Back!" Bob yelled. To his relief, the avatar backtracked. The creature advanced with a growling moan, hands outstretched and fingers curled into claws. Its fingernails were talons. Bob definitely did not want it touching him.


  A second jolt of electricity slammed through him, and the chair legs jerked on the floor. "Ouch! Damn it!"


  "Got hit by the one sneaking up behind you, didn't you?" he heard Snyder ask. Bob turned his head, and the viewpoint swung dizzily to reveal a close-up of a second terrifying creature.


  "Back!" he barked and then swung his head around. The first one was closer. "How do I kill them?"


  Bad command. Another jolt drew a sobbing gasp from him, and his muscles strained against his bonds.


  "You're a smart guy. You'll figure it out."


  "Shoot!" Bob said.


  You are unarmed, replied the female voice. The zombie-creature moved closer. Bob dared not move his avatar backward.


  "Hit! Kick! Punch!" Bob cried frantically.


  The last one seemed to do the trick. The avatar's fist lashed forward and smashed into the face of the creature with a meaty sound. It fell away.


  "Forward! Run!"


  The avatar bolted down the hallway as more creatures spilled from the doorways, reaching scabrous, skeletal hands out to grasp at him. Bob bellowed commands to strike the monsters, cringing each time an electrified jolt announced contact from one of the foe's claws.


  "Open door! Down!" he yelled when he reached another stairwell. The screen froze when the avatar reached a landing. It wasn't until the noise ceased that Bob realized dramatic theme music had been playing, adding to his heart rate by increasing the tension.


  "Having fun?" Snyder asked. "Maybe you want to tell me where Takara is now or better yet where he hid the game code."


  "I don't know!" Bob replied frantically, almost wishing he knew. He liked to think he wouldn't have sold out Jory, but in reality, he might have done anything to avoid being subjected to more of the game.


  "You're stronger than I expected, Bobby. Back to the fight."


  The music returned, and Bob swore. He moved his avatar down the steps, hearing shuffling and moaning sounds from above. His mind whirled. Obviously there was a pause function, and if the game was voice-controlled…


  "Pause!" he said.


  Nothing happened, and he heard Snyder's amused tone. "Nice try."


  "Reset! Reboot!" Bob tried as the stairwell door ahead opened to disclose a glut of monsters.


  Snyder laughed. "Surely you don't think it will be that easy?"


  "Restart!" Bob yelled. The screen shifted and went black. After a dozen of Bob's pounding heartbeats, the opening scene appeared. Bob's avatar was back at the beginning.


  "Son of a bitch," Snyder said just as his phone rang.


  Bob tried to control his breathing, knowing he only had a few moments before the door opened, and he would have to deal with the first creature again. He wondered how many times he could restart before Snyder found a way to override it, or thought up a new method of torture.


  "I was beginning to think you didn't care about your new boytoy, Takara. You have fifteen minutes, and you'd better have the code. Try anything stupid and I'll mess Bobby up so badly he won't be able to think about you without screaming. Got it?"


  A moment later the VR helmet was removed. Bob glared at Snyder and clenched his teeth as the electrodes were torn from his chest.


  "Lucky you, Bobby. Takara has decided to trade the code for you. Isn't it touching?"


  Bob held his breath to avoid speaking. While he was glad to be free of the tortuous game, he was alarmed that Jory planned to turn over the code. It could have serious repercussions if what Snyder had said about Jory's father was true. Bob wondered if Jory had stolen from his father's company. He wished he knew more about Jory, but going by instinct alone he simply could not believe Jory was a bad person.


  "Untie him, Mal," Snyder said to the new man. "Takara might be an asshole, but he always tells the truth. He'll be here."


  Mal shrugged and knelt to untie Bob's feet, keeping to the sides of the chair, likely to avoid a swift kick should Bob decide to retaliate. "Sorry 'bout the game," Mal muttered, low enough that Snyder would not hear. Snyder was poking away at his cell phone. Bob looked at Mal in surprise, but the man only shrugged and worked on the knots near Bob's wrists.


  Bob flexed his hands as soon as his arms were freed. He stayed in the chair, unwilling to give Snyder the satisfaction of seeing him leap away from it the way he would have liked. "Where is my wallet and my phone?" Bob asked and fixed Snyder with an even stare.


  Snyder seemed to evaluate him for a moment and then he waved a hand. "Give his things back. If you're smart, Bobby, you will run back to your predictable life and stay far away from Jordan Takara."


  Bob frowned and wondered if Snyder's warning was prompted by jealousy. Was there more than a competitive rivalry between them?


  "I'll take it under advisement," Bob said dryly and accepted his belongings from Grind. He slipped his phone and wallet into his jeans pockets. "You owe me a shirt."


  Snyder chuckled. "You have moxy, Bobby, I'll give you that. Let's go wait for Takara."


  Bob followed him into a huge living room that bordered a parquet-floored foyer. Tropical plants, dark wood, and expensive-looking antiques abounded. It felt like opulence and old-world money. The main door opened, and Jory stepped inside, accompanied by the man who had tied up Bob. Jory looked long and hard at Bob, as if evaluating his condition. Bob forced a smile.


  "You shouldn't have come," Bob said, hoping his expression made it clear that he was very glad Jory was there, despite his words.


  "Had to," Jory replied.


  "Where is my code?" Snyder demanded.


  "In my pocket," Jory replied with a sneer. "Want to dig for it?"


  "You wish!" Snyder said. "Hand it over."


  Jory shrugged and opened his coat. All eyes were fixed on him, and Bob had a sudden, completely crazy, idea. He shoved Mal, hard, knocking him over the back of the nearby sofa. Mal yelped, and Bob leaped forward to grab Jory's hand.


  "Let's go!" he yelled and bolted for the door, lashing out at the other man with a fist. That's for tying me up, asshole, he thought vindictively as his fist connected. Bob's knuckles stung, but he yanked open the door and leaped down the steps he had nearly fallen over on his way in.


  Jory kept pace with him, not releasing his hand, and he whooped as they jumped over a low hedge of decorative flowers and crossed the manicured lawn. At the end of the long driveway, an iron-barred gate stood open.


  "Hurry!" Jory yelled as it began to close.


  The wheeled gate moved too slowly to box them in. They slipped through the opening and onto the street with inches to spare and Snyder's shout of rage following them.


  "Which way?" Bob yelled as they pelted down a curving, downhill grade. He had no idea where they were, only that the neighborhood was filled with fancy homes enclosed with brick walls and iron fences.


  "I don't know, but we'd better find somewhere to hide fast! Snyder will be out for blood."


  Bob risked a glance back and thought he caught sight of Grind chasing them. The road curved, and Bob spotted a pristine lawn with no fence and what looked to be untamed forest beyond. "This way!"


  They ran across the lawn and dove past a hedge of native plants. A sharp incline led downward to a small rock-lined stream edged in brambles and ferns. Bob let go of Jory's hand to keep his balance. They jumped across the flowing water. A stray bramble snagged on Bob's chest, tearing a long scratch. He winced.


  Jory grabbed his hand again. "Look, a path!"


  A small track cut through the thick undergrowth. They were forced to slow in order to duck under branches and hop over moss-covered fallen logs, but the path eventually led upward through the trees to a large, open field.


  "It's a park!" They stopped to catch their breath, alert for any sign of pursuit, but no one followed. They had hopefully lost Grind and anyone else chasing them.


  "I think I know where we are," Jory said. "Come on, the main road is over there. We can hop a bus if we get lucky."


  "Is that how you got here?"


  "Yeah, I figured they would take you to Snyder. He didn't hurt you, did he?"


  Bob shook his head and gave him a ghost of a smile. Bob realized he would put up with a lot of torture in order to have Jory's concerned look turned on him.


  "Geez, you must be freezing. Here." Jory stopped and shucked his coat. He held it open for Bob to put on and he did so gratefully, soaking up the warmth left by Jory's body.


  "Now you're going to freeze," Bob commented. It was no longer raining, thankfully, but Jory's meager clothing was no protection from the cold.


  "Not if you warm me up," Jory said and stepped closer. A faint blush dusted his cheeks and his lashes lowered, as if he feared Bob would reject his obvious offer.


  Bob wrapped his arms around Jory and pulled him close, then leaned in for a kiss. Jory's lips were cold, but they parted after a heady, breathless press, and his tongue was very warm. Jory leaned even closer, until they stood torso to torso. Jory kissed brilliantly, not too dominant or passive, but with just the right amount of give and take. His tongue explored the sensitive areas of Bob's mouth thoroughly, and Bob thought the rhythm of his heart during the insane video game was nothing to what it became; his own skin felt electrified now. Once begun, Bob was not sure he would ever be able to stop.


  Jory pulled away just when Bob started to consider air as optional rather than necessary. Their eyes met, and Bob wondered at how a little kissing could make someone even more attractive. He supposed it was nothing more than seeing Jory's wet lips and knowing the potential for more kissing was not only possible, but likely.


  "Bobbin," Jory said breathlessly and chuckled.


  Bob leaned in and nipped him on the jaw. "That is a terrible nickname," he growled.


  "It's perfect," Jory replied. "Come on, we're standing out in the open and Snyder will have his goons looking for us."


  He pulled away and then linked his hand with Bob's again. They crossed the soccer field and skirted the edge, staying near the woods while watching the parking lot for suspicious-looking cars.


  "Did you really steal the code from your father's company?" Bob asked, not wanting to do anything that would cause Jory to pull away, but also unwilling to enter… whatever they had… under any illusions.


  Jory did not seem bothered. He grinned at Bob. "It isn't his company, but yeah, I snagged the code from one of his encrypted servers. The man never could come up with a decent password. I started cracking them when I was ten."


  "Why?"


  Jory shrugged. "I don't know. Sometimes I think I do it so he'll notice me. We used to do everything together. I was his favorite until he found out I was gay. Then everything changed."


  Bob squeezed his hand and nodded, knowing there was nothing he could say. Bob had been one of the lucky ones. His mother was a kindly soul who had accepted it with a shrug and a gentle, "Just be happy." Bob's father had died when he was small, so Bob had no idea how he would have reacted.


  "I used to work at the same place as my father, but I left everything behind and moved out. Now I make lattes and crazy art that I can't sell. I'm about as big a disappointment as it gets." The words were flippant, but the pain beneath was obvious.


  "Well, I can't say I'm unhappy with the outcome. If you were still working in cubicle-ville, I never would have met you. Why did you pick me, anyway? To play your game, I mean."


  Jory smiled. "I noticed you the first time you came in with Alyssa. I pestered her like crazy asking questions about you. I thought you didn't like me, since you never gave me more than a cursory nod."


  "What? She never said anything! And I was terrified to even say hello. You're so…. Well, you know you're gorgeous, right?"


  Jory stopped long enough to plant a molten kiss on Bob's lips that left him wishing they were anywhere but a public place, miles from a decent horizontal surface. "Alyssa thinks I'm not good enough for you. She always tried to warn me away. She's probably right."


  Bob made an indignant huff. "I think I can decide who is good enough for me! I'll be having a talk with her when she gets back."


  "You're adorable when you're angry. I think I'll—oh shit, there's Snyder's car. Run!" He took Bob's hand again as the dark car spun through the parking lot with a squeal of tires, obviously intent on heading them off.


  "Where should we go?" Bob asked. Despite the urgency and the fact that he was unwilling to end up in Snyder's clutches again, Bob felt like laughing. Jory thought he was adorable. Bob wasn't sure anything could pierce his bubble of glee.


  "We need to get to a public place. They can't grab us with witnesses."


  Bob wasn't so sure. They had kidnapped him downtown in broad daylight. "There is nothing around here! We're too far into this residential area. I think we should go back to the woods and take our chances. They can't follow us in the car there, and we'll be on more even footing if we have to fight."


  Jory looked reluctant, but he nodded. "Let's do it."


  They dove back into the underbrush and found themselves nearly trapped by an enormous bank of brambles. A single small track gave evidence that someone—probably local children—used the area as a shortcut to the park. They followed it and ignored several offshoots that seemed to lead toward walled houses.


  "I hate this," Jory complained. "I hate the outdoors. We are never going camping. Never. Tell me you hate camping."


  Bob glanced over his shoulder and laughed. "I hate camping." It wasn't completely true, but since Bob had never actually been camping he supposed it wasn't that farfetched.


  "I like you more and more every minute, Bobbin," Jory said.


  Bob made a huffing sound and then stopped short. "Hey, look!" He skirted Jory and then ducked under an overhanging shrub. A small track led beneath a canopy of evergreen branches and then up a steep incline. Bob thought he had spotted something from the path below, and he felt a surge of satisfaction when they reached an old wooden fence.


  "Dead end," Jory said and turned to look back the way they had come. There was no sign of Snyder or his minions, but angry shouts and the cracking of branches could be faintly heard. Bob had no doubt they were being pursued. He hoped Snyder's men were all crap at tracking.


  "Why would this path dead end at the fence? Look." Bob tugged at the fence boards until one of them lifted away from the base board, held by the top nails. Bob swung the board aside. A second board was also loose, allowing enough room, barely, for a person to squeeze through.


  "Excellent. Let's hope they don't have dogs." Jory crouched and stepped through, then held the boards for Bob. Once inside, they fixed the boards back in place as best they could. Bob surveyed their surroundings.


  They seemed to be in an overgrown portion of a back yard. A stonewalled patio could be seen some distance away.


  "We might be seen if we try to bypass the house and get into the front yard. It's guaranteed to be fully fenced in this neighborhood, but maybe the gate will be open."


  "No, wait." Bob grabbed Jory's arm to prevent him from walking. "Look there."


  Bob edged along the fence and pushed past several overgrown native bushes. He stopped beneath a large tree and looked up into the branches.


  "A treehouse." Jory sounded awed.


  "Yeah. Should we?"


  Jory glanced at the house and then nodded. Several boards had been nailed to the tree trunk. Bob went first, gripping the boards carefully and pulling himself up. He moved as quickly as possible, not wanting to be spotted by the residents or their pursuers.


  A hole in the floor opened to a small room that only creaked a bit when Bob entered. He crawled onto the dusty floor and moved aside to allow Jory access.


  "This is cozy," Jory said in a hushed tone. A small window looked out on the house and beneath that had been built a small countertop. A plastic child's stove stood next to it. A small table had been overturned and sat neglected in one corner. A built-up section resembled a bed. Bob wondered how many nights a child—or children—had spent huddled in a sleeping bag on the hard wood.


  "I don't think it's been used in a while," Bob commented. It left him feeling nostalgic; the children that had once played here had likely grown up and moved away, or perhaps they lived in the house now, watching television, paying bills, and cooking with real dishes and utensils. Time always moved on.


  Jory stretched out on the makeshift bed. His feet and most of his shins stuck out past the end, nearly touching the wall. "Like to join me?" he asked in a tone that would have been more at place in a candlelit bedroom. Nevertheless, it worked on Bob.


  He moved carefully, not wanting to make too much noise, but also not quite trusting a structure that had been built in the distant past. He lowered himself next to Jory with one leg thrown over Jory's thighs. Jory's arms tightened around him and then they were kissing, all tangled tongues and hot breath. It was even better when horizontal.


  Time moved on.


  ****


  Bob woke up feeling stiff and cold. He opened his eyes to darkness. Only his front side felt warm, and he realized he was still wrapped around Jory in the tree house. It had begun to rain earlier, and their kisses had grown lazy until Bob had dropped his head to Jory's shoulder and dozed off to the sound of rain drumming on the roof.


  Warm fingers brushed over Bob's wrist. "Finally awake?" Jory murmured.


  "Mmm. Why did you let me sleep?"


  "You were tired. I dozed a little, myself. We should probably go now. It's nearly dark."


  Bob nodded and reluctantly pushed himself away from Jory's warmth. He felt bad for wearing the coat when Jory was clad only in his blue T-shirt shirt and jeans. He had to be freezing. And hungry. "I'm starving," Bob said, realizing he felt the same.


  "Me, too. Let's get somewhere warm, and I'll buy you the biggest dinner you ever had."


  "Deal," Bob said and crawled to the opening. He let himself down and was glad to find it wasn't quite so dark outside. The shadows were long and purple, and lights were on inside the house, illuminating small patches of the yard, but the sky was twilight blue.


  They slipped back through the broken fence and made their way down the hillside. The journey back was more difficult in the growing darkness and involved plenty of bruised shins, scratches, a couple of falls, and a lot of swearing. Bob was exhausted and filthy by the time they found themselves out of the undergrowth and standing on a paved road.


  Jory fell to his knees. "Oh lovely asphalt, sign of blessed civilization! Never leave me again!" He bent down in an attitude of supplication.


  "If you kiss that road you're not kissing these lips again for the rest of the night," Bob warned.


  Jory looked up. "Ohhhh, you're jealous of some crushed rock and tar?" Jory scrambled to his feet. "That's really hot, but this road looks pretty hard for me. Can you get hard for me too, Bobbin?" He sauntered closer, looking like a wild creature in the dim light from a distance streetlight. Feeling a bit fey himself, Bob reached out and dragged him closer with a fist in his shirt.


  "Let me show you," Bob said and kissed him lingeringly.


  "Very convincing," Jory said after long moments. "I suppose I choose you."


  "I'll try to be more adequate than a road," Bob said sardonically. Jory's laugh was infectious. "Now can we please get the hell out of here?"


  Jory nodded. "As soon as we find a damn street sign and figure out where we are I'll call us a cab."


  They started off, heading in the direction that seemed most promising. At the first cross-street, Jory pulled out his phone and did a quick web search before calling a local taxi company. He sighed as he pocketed the phone. "They'll be here in fifteen. I suppose we could have waited somewhere warmer." He shivered.


  Bob immediately pulled him closer, glad for the excuse. "Here, share my coat."


  Jory slipped his arms into the coat and around Bob's waist. They passed the time with more kissing, to the point where Bob was almost certain he was harder than any asphalt street. Approaching headlights pulled them apart, and Bob smiled wryly. "Hey, it's only been five minutes."


  "It might be a local," Jory said, but the car slowed as it drew nearer, bathing them in the light from its headlights. Bob held up a hand to shield his eyes, and felt a sudden spike of panic that it was Snyder.


  "Oh shit," Jory said, seeming to confirm Bob's suspicion.


  "Snyder?" Bob asked, readying himself for more running.


  "No. My father."


  ****


  The interior of the car was soft, cream colored leather. Bob felt self-conscious sitting on it, knowing his jeans were dirty from their romp through the woods.


  "How did you find me?" Jory asked after hanging up on the cab company he had called to cancel.


  "I am not as technically inept as you like to think," Jory's father answered and gave him a stern look in the rear-view mirror. Bob shifted aside slightly, trying to avoid the man's gaze. "Where is my code?"


  Jory leaned half over Bob as he stretched out one leg to dig the slip of paper from his pocket. He fished it out and handed it over the seat to his father, who looked at it closely as they pulled up to a stoplight.


  "Do I want to know why you did this?"


  Jory shrugged. "I think you can guess. I'm really tired. Wake me up when we get where we're going." With that, Jory pulled Bob closer and rested his head on his shoulder. He looped an arm across Bob's waist.


  Bob felt like a deer in headlights, unable to relax under Mr. Takara's stare. He looked away and pretended to focus on the scenery. As they headed nearer the lights of downtown, however, Bob found himself sinking closer toward Jory. He could not resist resting his head atop Jory's soft hair.


  "How long have you worked for B of A, Mr. Davis?"


  Bob glanced at the mirror, impressed. "It sounds like you already know. How did you find us?"


  "Jordan's phone is not as secure as he likes to believe. Unfortunately, I had to wait until he made a call to locate him after he left the Snyder residence. I was only minutes late arriving there."


  "Thanks for trying."


  "Was that sarcasm?"


  "No, seriously, that Snyder is messed up."


  "So is his father. We have been rivals since childhood, and now we work for opposing corporations. His methods have always been less than aboveboard, and now his son is stepping over the line. I will have many things to say to his father about such behavior. Kidnapping?" Mr. Takara made a sound of disgust and shook his head.


  The car sped up as it entered freeway traffic and they were silent for a time as cars drifted past around them. The city was visible through the right hand windows and looked like a postcard image sparkling with multicolored lights in the darkness. Not for the first time, Bob felt a surge of pride at living in such a beautiful place.


  "When did you first know that you… preferred the same sex?"


  Bob was surprised at Mr. Takara's question. He felt Jory's hand tighten on his hip and knew he was only pretending to sleep.


  "When did I choose to be gay, you mean?" Bob asked and rolled his eyes. "It was never a choice. When I was eight years old, I met a boy named Gary. He was lovely, and I wanted him to kiss me. I never felt that way about any of the girls. I remember being confused as I got older and was told I wasn't allowed to have such feelings for boys. That it wasn't natural. It's natural for me and always has been."


  "How does your father feel about it?"


  "He died when I was four." It was something of a relief to know that Mr. Takara's information had holes. He obviously knew quite a bit about Bob, but not everything. He supposed it would be hard to learn all the details in a few short hours. Full background checks took longer, even online.


  "I'm sorry."


  "It's all right; you don't really miss what you never had. And my mom is great."


  "Jordan's mother died several years ago. I sometimes think this would be easier if she were still alive. I have made… mistakes."


  Jory tensed, and Bob stroked a thumb across his hand in a soothing gesture. Bob did not know how to reply to that, so he said nothing. They lapsed into silence as the downtown exit approached. Mr. Takara's attention was fixed on traffic and avoiding the pedestrians that crowded the crosswalks. The weather might have been prohibitive, but it was still Saturday night; people were out in droves.


  The car pulled up before their apartment building, and Jory sat up and reached for the door handle.


  "Jordan. You are a very fine artist, and I miss not having you on my team. I also… miss you. Will you come to dinner tomorrow so that we may discuss things? Mr. Davis—Robert—is welcome to join us."


  Jory's hand froze on the door handle and then he said, "Yeah. Yeah, I'd like that." He leaned forward suddenly and wrapped his father in an awkward hug, hampered by the car seat and headrest. "Thanks, Dad."


  Mr. Takara squeezed Jory's hand and Bob felt a lump in his throat as he exited the car. He walked a few feet away to give them some privacy, and then Jory left the car and stood in the street for a moment as it drove away.


  "Did my father just endorse our relationship?" he asked in an amazed tone.


  Bob laughed even as his heart leapt at the word. "Yeah, I think so."


  "This has been an amazing day."


  "The amazing-est," Bob said in agreement.


  Jory joined him on the sidewalk and took his hand. "Like to try for even more amazing?"


  "I dare you," Bob replied.


  ****


  Mariah sat on the countertop, almost seeming to welcome them back. Bob smiled when he saw the spiny cactus. In a way, she had brought them together.


  "Mariah!" Jory cried and picked up the pot. He beamed at the cactus, and Bob chuckled at his enthusiasm.


  "I'm starving, and I need a shower."


  "Thai delivery sound okay?" Jory asked. He set down Mariah and picked up his phone. "I can go home and shower and then come back?"


  About to suggest they shower together, Bob thought it might be better to show some restraint. "Okay," he agreed. "Meet me back here in twenty?"


  "Fifteen," Jory said and tapped on his phone.


  Bob headed for the bathroom and gratefully shucked his filthy jeans. The sound of Jory talking in the other room was strangely comforting.


  Bob was dressed in a clean pair of jeans and a T-shirt and drying his hair with a towel when the buzzer sounded. He admitted the delivery man and took the delicious smelling food with a sigh of pleasure. Bob had plates laid out and the curry steaming in bowls when Jory knocked. Bob yelled for him to come in.


  Jory's brows went up when he saw the display. "Real dishes? Impressive."


  Bob blushed. "Just eat."


  Jory sat down and dished up his plate with rice and assorted curries. He had ordered several different selections, some of which Bob had never tried. They were all spicy and delicious.


  Jory looked more edible than the food, with his dark hair partially slicked back and damp, but with errant strands still falling over his eyes. He wore dark blue jeans and a button down grey shirt with thin white stripes. Bob wanted to unbutton him.


  "You're staring," Jory commented.


  "You're gorgeous."


  Jory stood up and leaned across the table to kiss him. Their mouths locked in a curry and cardamom-flavored kiss that sent more heat to Bob's blood than the seasoning.


  "Take me to bed," Jory murmured.


  "God, yes," Bob replied and stood up with alacrity. He took Jory's hand and led him to the curtained alcove. Bob's fingers shook as they reached for the buttons on Jory's shirt front, but Jory's eyes were soft and encouraging. His hands tugged gently at the hem of Bob's shirt, dragging it from the waistband of his jeans.


  "I haven't—I mean, it's been a long time…" Bob forced himself to shut up. His previous sexual encounters had been awkward and rushed and vaguely unsatisfying. He had never wanted casual flings.


  "We'll take it slow," Jory said, and his hands slipped beneath Bob's shirt to caress his ribs in a leisurely glide. "I'm not going anywhere."


  Bob let out a nervous breath and nodded. He pushed Jory's shirt from his shoulders and smiled when Jory pulled his hands away to unfasten the cuffs. He shrugged out of the fabric and let it fall to the floor. Bob tugged his own t-shirt over his head and let it drop.


  Neither of them wore shoes—Jory had left his by the front door—so it was a simple matter to step out of their jeans. They did so almost frantically, as though needing to shed their clothing quickly in order to get back to the touching. Bob was too nervous to take the final step and remove his boxer briefs, but he didn't have time to worry about it as Jory stepped closer and put his hands on Bob's skin.


  Their next kiss seemed different, more urgent and intense, or perhaps it was only Bob's heightened senses that made it seem so. Jory's hands were almost too warm, sliding over the skin of his back and seeming to leave tingles in their wake. He drew Bob closer. Another shift brought Bob's cock into contact with Jory's and he gasped into Jory's mouth.


  Bob was burning up. He needed more. Impulsively, he slid his hands down Jory's slender back and into the waistband of his briefs to cup his buttocks. Jory's answering groan was music to his ears.


  Bob took two steps back, not releasing Jory's ass. They sprawled on the bed in a tangle and Jory chuckled. "Much better," he said.


  "Yeah," Bob replied. It was. Jory's erection was a hard pressure against Bob's abdomen, lined up alongside his cock, and when Jory rocked a couple of times it felt like sparks shooting off beneath Bob's skin.


  They kissed again, sloppily, mouths askew and imprecise. Bob found it hard to concentrate, attention focused on his cock, especially when Jory's fingers drifted down his side and then into the waistband of Bob's briefs to tease the head of his cock with naked fingers.


  Bob's hips twitched upward, seeking more.


  Jory lifted up to give himself more room, and then his full hand wrapped around Bob's length, not gently. He pulled once, twice, and again. Bob was shaking and feared he wouldn't last.


  "You're so hot, Bobbin," Jory murmured against his lips.


  The name drew a surprised chuckle that helped ease Bob's impending orgasm. "That… is the worst nickname ever."


  "Do you know what a bobbin is, then?"


  "Yes," Bob replied, ending the word with a hiss and a gasp as Jory's hand twisted. "My mother sews. I know what a bobbin is."


  "I'm your thread," Jory said simply. "Consider me spooled." His hand squeezed and Bob tipped his head back, seeing stars. His hands fumbled at Jory's shorts, wanting to level the playing field, although he couldn't quite manage a coherent thought after Jory's admission.


  All of it was bliss, Jory's mouth on his, tongue teasing erotic areas that Bob hadn't known he possessed, Jory's hands—his hands—touching him everywhere, the one that wasn't on his cock was never still, stroking, gripping and caressing Bob's skin, and his voice was a husky thrum, speaking words that made little sense, but followed a pattern of oh and yes that echoed in Bob's thoughts.


  Their hands found a similar cadence, stroking in rhythm separately and then together when Jory got the bright idea to wrap his hand around both at once. Bob followed suit, and it all became a blur of sensation after that, made even better when Bob remembered the lubricant in his bedside drawer and paused to fetch it out and add some glide to the process.


  Even though it was only a hand-job that lasted mere minutes, it was the most intense sex of Bob's life. It was all due to Jory, of course, and his way of making Bob feel like the most important person in the world. Spooled, Jory had said, but Bob knew he was the one firmly wrapped around everything that was Jory.


  Their rocking and frantic stroking reached a fever pitch and Bob fought to keep his eyes fixed on Jory, drinking in the sight of dark hair glistening with sweat above piercing chocolate eyes. His panting gasps were mesmerizing, echoing Bob's, until he wondered which of them would fall first. When it happened it was nearly simultaneous. Jory fastened his perfect teeth into his lower lip and tipped his head back. As the first hot drops fell on Bob's abdomen, he felt his toes curl, and his orgasm exploded through him. Their hands did not stop moving right away, but they gentled and slowed, coaxing free every drop. Even that was amazing.


  "Fuck," Jory said in a whisper and dropped his head to nuzzle at Bob's throat. Bob let go of their spent cocks and wrapped his arms around Jory to drag him down with a yelp. "Hey!"


  Bob laughed wickedly. "Now we need another shower," he said, not quite willing to admit that smearing their come between them was a bit of a turn-on. Was he finally becoming kinky?


  Jory rolled them over in a swift move that left Bob on top. "I see. That was a tricky ploy to keep me naked, was it?"


  "Yes," Bob admitted, "Yes, it was."


  "Good," Jory said and kissed him.


  ****


  Sometime later, sated and sleepy and ridiculously happy, Bob padded across the room to the refrigerator. He poured a glass of cold water and downed it, then refilled it to take back to Jory. On the way, he passed Mariah and lifted the glass in a vague toast to the cactus.


  Tomorrow he would head to the library and pick up a book on the care and maintenance of cacti, his new favorite plant.


  THE END
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  THE HIGH KING'S GOLDEN TONGUE


  by Megan Derr
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  A young man with short, messy, dark brown hair and gray eyes. He's wearing chain mail, and has not been able to shave for a couple of days. He is handsome, almost pretty, but wears a somber expression. He looks as though he is weighed down by his thoughts, or troubled by something he can see off in the distance.
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  Dear Author,


  He was sent to be the consort for the high king. Allen is a prince taught in the arts of diplomacy and politics but not fighting. The high king is a warrior and his dead lover was his first general. He does not want anyone who cannot wield a sword as well and only fight with words. That's just not someone that he wants to help him raise his children. So when Allen is presented before him, the high king does not choose him to be his next consort. What is a rejected consort to do? Allen cannot return home, since he was sent to cement a treaty between his kingdom and the one of the high king. The army is hiring and Allen asks to be a part of the next expedition, to train to be a warrior, and tries to forget the king, who rejected him, without knowing him. Can those two come to together and find love?


  Sincerely,


  Fehu
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  THE HIGH KING'S GOLDEN TONGUE


  by Megan Derr


  PART ONE


  Allen stared down at the assemblage below, keeping to the shadows of the mezzanine. Warriors of all sorts clamped about, armor rattling, spurs jangling, one great big pile of gleaming metal. They were the finest soldiers in the Kingdom of Harken: the personal army of the High King himself. It had been created nearly twenty years ago by General Nyle Westrow, the greatest swordsman to ever live and the High King's famous lover, dead the past six years.


  Soldiers. Allen hated every last one of them. The kingdom ran on more than soldiers, but even the gods would not be able to make that clear to the men below. He pulled restlessly at the silver lace cuffs of his knee-length jacket, remembered how pleased he had been selecting his new wardrobe. He knew he looked good. The deep blue color matched his eyes, the subtle gryphon pattern woven into it a nod to the royal crest. His hair was not an especially remarkable color, but it was well-cared for and the length showed his wealth and status. He complimented the High King's rougher-hewn appearance. Indeed, he'd gone to great pains to ensure it. He might not be able to hold a sword, but he could do battle in court like no one else.


  Not that his skills appeared to matter to anyone. No, the High King had made it humiliatingly clear that he saw Allen as quite useless. He could still hear the laughter of the court, and his cheeks burned with shame all over again.


  Laughed out of court, dismissed like a child, rejected out of turn because apparently his skills—not that his Majesty had bothered to learn of those skills—did not matter if he could not hold a sword. Allen didn't know what to do; the thought of returning home churned his stomach. His parents had poured an untold fortune into his education, owing the unique skills he possessed would offer something to the High King no one else would.


  How was he supposed to tell them they shouldn't have bothered, should have just sent one of his sword-happy brothers instead? All his life he had done as he was told because he knew it would all pay off, that his skills would be invaluable wherever he went.


  Instead, he'd been laughed out of court. If he returned home, the disappointment would break his mother's heart and devastate his father. His brothers would laugh smugly and drag him to the yard to punish him. Just thinking about it made the scars on his back ache.


  What was a rejected suitor to do? He should go down there and push on. Allen sought out the man who had coldly rejected him, hating the way that, even as humiliation churned in his gut and anger balled his hands into fists, his chest ached with futile longing.


  High King Sarrica was, damn him, desirable enough to send a priest happily on his way to the Pits. Tall, broad, brown hair touched with red, and a severe, handsome face scarred twice on one cheek and across the forehead. His eyes were a mossy green, warm and bright when Sarrica was happy.


  When he was not happy, they darkened and lost all warmth. Allen stifled a sigh as Sarrica laughed at something the man with him said, clapping the man on his shoulder. He had not known quite what to expect of Sarrica, had only hoped he would find him attractive enough not to disappoint in that part of their marriage. Allen was very aware, watching his relatives and eldest brother, that a cold bed froze a marriage quickly.


  Upon meeting Sarrica, Allen had realized keeping their bed warm would not be a problem. Far from it. He just needed to figure out how to get Sarrica to invite him into it. But that stinging rejection still made him sick and none of his smooth skills would overcome the lack of callouses on his hands.


  To the damned Pits with soldiers. Allen turned away from the revelry and wended his way through the halls of the palace, desperate to get away, longing to be home where at least his parents and the council understood his value.


  He was not certain what to think of a High King who had thrown him out before learning Allen's value. Well, whatever, he would figure something out. He had to, because going home was not an option. Allen hesitated as he reached the entrance, knowing he should go back. Whatever his humiliation the night before, he had not been thrown out of the palace, only court. The High King was at least keeping to that much protocol.


  A group of soldiers passed by him, staring, whispering when they thought he couldn't hear. Spurred by their mocking comments, he continued on his way out of the palace. The wind kicked up as he crossed the courtyard and he wished absently that he'd brought a cloak or something. But it wasn't like he going to stay out long. He'd take a walk, try to clear his head and come up with a way to show Sarrica that he would make a good consort. Maybe a heavy object upside his arrogant, stubborn head would do the trick.


  Crossing the drawbridge, he walked down the sharp incline into the bustling city below. People milled everywhere, the smells and the crowds reminding him briefly of the markets from home. Being a border kingdom, his homeland Gaulden had been an ideal place for training a silver tongue, the popular term for a language master. Anyone who could fluently speak at least three languages was considered a silver tongue.


  A large border city such as where he'd grown up was the perfect place to practice the languages his tutors had drilled into him. His brothers had always been extremely jealous he got to visit the city so freely while they were stuck in the training yards. They'd never really listened when he'd told them it was all for lessons.


  He wandered the city largely at random, lingering in front of the odd stall or shop to admire wares. A stall selling books drew him in, as it was extremely rare to see costly books at a cheap market stall. Bending over the books, he began to pick through them. It took only a moment to see why they'd been reduced to a cheap stall: they were in poor condition, torn and damaged, some with pages missing or covers missing. But the variety was intriguing: at least a dozen languages were represented, with a mix of folk stories, histories, and even a few rare dictionaries. Missing pages or not, those were worth something.


  Selecting as many as he could comfortably carry, Allen beckoned the bored looking vendor and began to haggle. He walked away with a smile several minutes later, and eight books neatly arranged in a basket another vendor had been kind enough to give him. Allen kept wandering, pausing to buy a pasty and later a cup of wine, happy to avoid his troubled thoughts for a little while.


  The sound of arguing stopped him, mostly because it sounded like four men arguing hotly in three different languages. Looking around, Allen finally spied them clustered by a rain barrel just outside a dry goods shop. He would have left it alone, curiosity aside, if not for the fact that one of the men was dressed in black leather armor and bore a band on his sleeve with the crest of a three-headed dragon.


  By and large, the High King used his regular army and those of the various kingdoms under his rule. It was a poorly kept secret, however, that he employed small bands of mercenaries to take care of shadier matters.


  The Three-headed Dragons was the most notorious and talented of those mercenary armies; the only one openly praised by the High King. Allen thought it more than a little strange they had no silver tongue for such translation matters. Listening to them, it was quite the tangle. The mercenary spoke Outland, the shopkeeper spoke Tricemore, and the other two men clearly each spoke one of those and had Selemean in common.


  Shaking his head, Allen strode over to them and, after noting the mercenary's rank, said, "Greetings, Captain. Can I be of service to you?"


  The four men paused, stared at him, clearly noting his fine clothes. Finally, the Captain asked, "Who the devil are you, then?"


  "A translator, new to the High King's service. I was out familiarizing myself with the city. I can translate directly for you, if you're inclined to send the other two on their way."


  "Prove it," the Captain replied.


  Sketching a half-bow, Allen turned to the two middlemen and said in Selemean, "You may go on your way, gentlemen. I speak Outland and Tricemore fluently and can better handle the translation." He flipped them each a half-piece, and they bolted almost as soon as they caught the coins. Holding back his amusement, Allen turned to the shopkeeper and said, "I can serve as translator, good sir."


  Turning his attention back to the Captain, he said, "What is the problem?"


  "We require several bags of sweetsalt, and cannot come to an agreed price. He is trying to fleece me and I do not appreciate it. This may be one of the only shops to buy it, but it is not the only. I don't have time to haul across the city, but I don't have money to waste either."


  Bowing his head, Allen turned back to the shopkeeper and said in smooth Tricemore, "Explain to me the problem."


  "He wants six sacks of sugar but keeps offering me half price! I don't care if he is the king's three-headed whore-son, fair price is two silver a bag, and one silver more to cover taxes."


  "I see," Allen murmured, and turned back to the Captain. "He says that sweetsalt goes for two silver a bag, plus one to cover the tax, making thirteen in all. In Outland that would be a half-sovereign, to get two bits back."


  The Captain stared at him. "That is not what the other one was telling me."


  "Currency is tricksome," Allen replied, and took the coin that the Captain held out to him. Extending it to the shopkeeper, he explained everything and was given back two silvers, which he handed off to the Captain.


  Money exchanged, the shopkeeper called out to his apprentice to bring the sacks of sugar. The Captain tucked away his coins and said, "Thank you. I know you said you are new to the High King's service, but I do not suppose I could coax you away to work for me? We have demon luck with translators. One decided to leave to get married and be a farmer, another was eaten by a wyrm, and my latest was arrested for gambling debts. I am at my wits' end."


  Allen hesitated, not sure how to explain he was less an official translator and more an official prince.


  "Please," the Captain pleaded. "We are going deep into the Cartha Mountains and I shudder to think what will happen if I misunderstand a single word of what the clans there will say."


  Just thinking about it made Allen wince. The clans of the Cartha Mountains spoke a particularly tricky dialect of Tricemore, which was difficult enough. "How long will you be gone?" he asked, knowing he was doing the sort of stupid thing he had been schooled against doing since he was old enough to walk. His specialties were language, politics, and diplomacy; even a half-wit politician knew better than to gallivant off, let alone with a band of mercenaries. "Of course, I would be happy to help. I'll send word to the palace that you have engaged my services."


  "Splendid," the Captain said. "My name is Rene Arseni. We'll be gone several months, is that a problem?"


  "No problem at all. I am Allen Telmis," Allen replied, and shook his hand. "I've heard much about the Three-headed Dragons."


  Rene snorted. "I'm sure you have." He looked away as the apprentice finished loading the sugar on the cart Rene had brought with him, already burdened with many other supplies.


  "Why so much sweetsalt?" Allen asked. "Are you anticipating doing that much bartering with the Cartha Clans?"


  "Yes," Rene said, mouth tightening. "We should probably talk somewhere else, for though I would love to have you along after seeing your skills, I cannot just take on anyone for this particular assignment. It will be hard going, harder than usual, and the violence will be excessive."


  Allen nodded. "Shall we adjourn for a drink somewhere, or head back to your camp?"


  "I could use a drink," Rene said. "Hold one moment." He darted across the street and vanished into a smithy. While he waited, Allen found a boy to run his books to the palace so that he would not be burdened by them.


  A few minutes later Rene reemerged with another Dragon at his side. "This is Piet, he will take the cart back to camp. Come, silver tongue, we can talk at the Songbird." He turned sharply on his heel, and strode off in a jangle of armor and weapons. Allen followed quickly after him, feeling conspicuous in his fancier clothes.


  They took a table off to one side and, settled with ale and soup, began to talk. "The High King has given us a mission of grave importance, and at the moment I hope you'll forgive me if I do not just spill all the details."


  "That would make you very foolish," Allen said, and gestured for Rene to continue.


  "We're going high up into the Cartha Mountains, and then going further still," Rene continued. "But to do that we will need access to the Shadow Pass."


  Allen grimaced. The Shadow Pass was the only way through the Cartha Mountains, and into the country of Benta, one of only six countries on the continent not under the High King's reign. It was no wonder Rene did not want to part with details. Whatever they were doing, it was dangerous. If they were caught in Benta it could start a war. And first they would have to contend with the Cartha Clans, who fell under the reign of the High King, but were an entity unto themselves. No one could pin them long enough to control them, and they would not surrender control of the Shadow Pass.


  So bartering for passage was the only way to get through it, and it was an arduous undertaking on the best of days. The mountains were brutal, the clans were territorial and happy to employ violence, and once the Dragons got through the pass they were in enemy territory.


  "If you want no part of this I understand—"


  "No, I want to help," Allen cut in. "I only worry that I am very much not a mercenary."


  "Your silver tongue more than makes up for your lack of sword. Can you fight at all?"


  Allen stifled a sigh and tried to squash his disappointment. "No, I cannot. I am afraid that growing up all of my time was poured into my scholarly lessons, especially language."


  "How many languages do you know?"


  "Twelve," Allen replied, smiling because whatever anyone said, he was proud of his abilities. He just needed a certain stubborn High King to appreciate his skills, rather than bemoan the skills he lacked.


  Rene stared at him. "You're jesting."


  "I am quite in earnest, I assure you," Allen replied. "My training was very thorough. All four of my brothers are skilled knights. My parents decided the fifth son would be better put to other uses."


  "Your parents are wise," Rene said with a grunt. "Soldiers, I have by the hundreds. There is no lack of men who can wield a sword in these days of war. But to my hundreds of soldiers I had only three silver tongues."


  Allen nodded, but said, "If I am going to be traveling with you into the Cartha Mountains, however, I do not want to be entirely helpless. That will only make me a burden."


  Rene shrugged. "Where we have time, I am happy to teach you, if that is what you are asking. But I need a silver tongue who can do his job, not one laid up by injuries he need never have acquired."


  "We will see how it goes," Allen said.


  Nodding, Rene said, "As to payment, since you're a silver tongue and not a soldier, you'll receive five piece a week. Soldiers are also allowed a take in whatever ransom we take in battle..."


  Allen gestured dismissively. "Five piece a week is plenty. I expect no share of a bounty I did not earn."


  "If you keep us from getting into fights with the clans, I will see you are compensated for it," Rene replied, then added wryly, "Though I suspect that you do not lack for funds. You dress like a damn prince."


  "I like fine clothes," Allen demurred. "No man is too good to refuse honest wages."


  Rene smiled, leaning back in his seat and rubbing thoughtfully at his goatee. "You're an odd one, no mistake, but I know when to accept the gifts of angels with a closed mouth." He dropped a couple of coins on the table and stood. "Come on, I'll take you to camp and get you acquainted, then you can go back to fetch your belongings."


  "Sounds perfect." Allen followed him out of the pub and through the streets, mind spinning as he tried to decide what he was supposed to do about belongings. He dared not return to the palace, so he would have to purchase what he needed. Hopefully he would be able to obtain what he needed quickly and easily.


  Guilt picked at him, but Allen ignored it. His family thought he was with the High King, and he very much doubted Sarrica would notice he was missing. At worst, Sarrica would think he had slunk off home. By the time anyone figured out he was missing, Allen would be back from his journey up the mountains.


  Hopefully the journey and whatever battle skills he picked up during the course of it would prove his worth. He refused to consider failure, because it simply was not an option. Allen glanced toward the palace, remembered that stinging rejection, the cruel laughter that had filled the court.


  Whatever it took, he would prove to them all that he was fit to be the High King's consort.


  PART TWO


  Sarrica was in a meeting with the council of agriculture when a messenger burst into the meeting room without permission. The tongue-lashing Sarrica started to give him froze on his tongue, as he realized the man looked as though he had run from the opposite end of the kingdom without pause. He was also dressed in the uniform of the Three-headed Dragons, which did not bode well. "Majesty!"


  "Breathe," Sarrica said, half-afraid the man would pass out at his feet, concerned when he very nearly did that. Drawing in ragged breaths, the messenger held out a tri-folded piece of paper, affixed with a wax seal, his hand trembling from exhaustion. "From the High Chief of the Cartha Clans."


  Scowling, immediately worried, Sarrica took the missive and broke the black wax seal marked with the mountain and moon crest of the Cartha clans. He read the message, but it was difficult because the garbled syntax of the Cartha clans' unique brand of Tricemore was exceptionally hard to read. Not for the first time, he wished he had a talent for languages, but he and his tutors had agreed he lacked any ability in that quarter. "You may go," he told the messenger. "We'll get someone else to take the reply. Thank you."


  The messenger nodded, slumping with gratitude, offering a clumsy bow before he stumbled from the meeting room. Sarrica gestured to the council. "You're dismissed for the day. We'll resume these talks later."


  When they had gone, Sarrica rang the bell at his elbow, and a moment later his Steward, Oleander, slipped inside. "What's wrong, Majesty?"


  "I need a translator fluent in the Carthan brand of Tricemore," Sarrica said. "We've a message from the Cartha Clans, and given the state of the messenger it's not good news. I sense our mission there has gone awry in a very bad way." He shared a brief, troubled look with Oleander. If Cartha was contacting them, he dreaded learning what had become of his Dragons. He hoped Rene was still alive.


  He bent back to the message, glaring at it, but the shoddy penmanship combined with the difficult language only resulted in him understanding one word in seven.


  Annoyed with himself, he threw it on the table in disgust and waited impatiently while Oleander called for a translator who could read it. He picked up his cup of wine and drained it, barely resisting an urge to slam the cup back down. He picked up the letter again—and froze as he realized it was not one, but two, carefully stuck together so the second would go unnoticed. It was a trick he'd seen—and used—before many times when sending messages across the kingdoms.


  Peeling the pages apart, he frowned at the elegant handwriting—and the fact the words were in the Old Tongue. Sarrica could read it, but if told to write a missive under duress he was not at all confident he could do it, and certainly not as well as whoever had written this one.


  Majesty,


  Cartha has joined forces with Benta. Their goal is to remove you from the capital and decimate it in your absence, while killing you in the mountains. They used poison-tipped arrows and blades to decimate the Dragons. I've listed symptoms so that you might identify possible poisons. Stay away, be careful.


  Allen


  Allen? Not his vanished potential consort? Sarrica felt sick and guilty all over again, thinking of his behavior that day—and that it had somehow led to this horrible message.


  Whatever his disappointment in being sent some courtly pretty boy rather than a warrior as requested, he should not have acted as he did. He had intended to make amends at the luncheon, but Allen had never appeared. The men sent to find him had turned up only an empty room and word from the guards at the entrance that he had gone into the city. One hazy account of someone fitting his description had been found at a book vendor's stall, but after that the trail had gone cold.


  How had a journey into the city led to his being a captive of the Cartha Clans? What in the names of the gods was he doing with the Three-headed Dragons? The door opened, and he looked up at Oleander, ignoring the translator for the moment. "Prince Allen has been captured by Cartha; apparently he was with the Dragons. Cartha is in league with Benta, and apparently they have slaughtered my Dragons. I do not know how many remain."


  Motioning the translator close, he held out the original missive, and gave the secret one to Oleander. "Tell me what it says."


  The translator frowned, silent for several long minutes before he finally said, "Cartha has killed all the Dragons save four: The Captain, his second in command, the army's silver tongue, and the man who delivered this message. If we want the captives returned, and all-out war avoided, you will come personally to retrieve them and discuss why they tramping through the mountains without permission and attempting to invade Benta."


  "Those mountains belong to me," Sarrica said. "I've had enough of their impudence. Summon my generals, inform them of what is going on." He gestured to the translator, indicating he should take a seat. "Call for whatever implements you will need, because you will be writing my reply to Cartha shortly. I am certain I need not tell you that whatever you hear in this room, you are to keep to yourself."


  "Yes, Majesty," the translator said, and took his seat. Oleander spoke briefly with a footman, who also spoke with the translator about what he would need, and Sarrica left them to it. His own attention drifted back to the missive from Allen.


  The Cartha letter had made no mention of him, and that was strange. If they held a prince of the kingdom, and one who had been offered to the High King as a potential consort, they would have mentioned it. They may or may not believe that Sarrica would go to personally retrieve what was left of the mercenaries he unofficially employed, but he would definitely go to retrieve Allen.


  Turning back to the translator he said, "You say they have four Dragons captured: the Captain, his officers, a silver tongue, and the messenger. No mention is made of anyone else? You're absolutely certain?"


  "I am certain, Majesty," the translator said.


  Sarrica's frown deepened and he read over Allen's message yet again. "I begin to fear that my errant fiancé is dead. But why would they kill him?"


  "Beg your pardon, your Majesty, but … could he be the silver tongue mentioned?" the translator asked hesitantly, as the general entered the room and quietly sat down. "I only met his Highness briefly, but he was reading a volume of Penfrost history at the time. Reading it easily, at that," he added with a touch of envy in his voice. "I can count on one hand the number of persons in the palace that can do that. I heard that he speaks several languages."


  "I see," Sarrica said, annoyed with himself all over again. He did not recall reading or being told that Prince Allen was a silver tongue. Given that he had written in the Old Tongue, and understood enough that was around him to write the message, sneak it out, and apparently was fluent in Penfrost... "All right, let's assume that somehow my fiancé wound up as the Dragons' silver tongue. That still leaves him in danger with the rest of them. I am going to fetch him."


  "Not a good idea," one of the general's said. "I do not know who you are fetching, but I can tell you that it is a bad idea indeed for the High King to leave the palace to venture into Cartha to face both the Carthans and Benta."


  Sarrica shook his head. "The message says I must go, and they are not yet aware they have Prince Allen in their grasp. If they learn his true identity, the matter will only worsen. I am going." Sitting down, he gestured to them. "Tell me how we are going to take care of this matter." He sat back, half listening as they hashed out strategies for both defending the capital and dealing with Cartha and Benta once and for all.


  He shared a look with Lesto, the general of his current army—and Captain Rene's half-brother. If Rene was still alive, that alone was enough for Sarrica to venture into Cartha, regardless of risk. Rene had done too much for him over the years for Sarrica to betray his loyalty. "We'll get him back," he said quietly.


  "I know," Lesto said. "I'm more worried about Prince Allen. He's a soldier of the court, not the battlefield. Cartha will not be gentle with him, and probably all the more brutal just because he is soft.”


  Sarrica's mouth tightened. He had known that, but hearing someone else say it just made the situation that much harder to bear. The guilt raked across him, making him feel even more of a bastard. "I am going to prepare," he said abruptly, standing up. Looking at Oleander, he said, "Inform me of the finalized plans. I want to leave as soon as possible. Send a messenger to say we are on our way and will be there in three days."


  "We can do it in two," Lesto said.


  "Two then," Sarrica replied, and strode out before anyone else could say something. He walked quickly through the palace halls, ignoring everyone who tried to capture his attention, and slipped into his private rooms with a sigh.


  He kept walking until he reached one of two doors on the east wall. One led to the private chambers of the consort—empty now for the past six years. The other led to the nursery.


  The nurse looked up as he entered, and then bowed her head. He smiled absently, and went to the beds to look at his sons. Nyle was four, Bellen three, birthed by women who had been happy to do their duty and go on their way wealthy women.


  Bellen had his face half-buried in a large cloth dragon filled with feathers. He never went anywhere without the silly thing, and Sarrica already dreaded the day that he would have to take it away to begin Bellen's training.


  He was not his brash brother, already so much trouble at four. Sarrica worried what that temper would do when Nyle grew into it. Hopefully soldierly discipline would temper it.


  Stifling a sigh, he smoothed Bellen's hair and untangled Nyle's blankets, and smiled at the nurse before departing. In his chambers, his manservant was already thoroughly engaged in packing his bags. "Make certain sufficient court clothes are packed, but suitable for the climate."


  "Of course your Majesty."


  The affronted tone made Sarrica smile fleetingly. He went to the enormous windows his guards hated and stared at the dark, snowy mountains in the distance. He would raze every last peak if that was what it took to find Allen and bring Cartha to heel once and for all.


  His door opened, and Sarrica turned, hand going to his sword—and relaxed when he saw it was only Lesto. "Have they finalized plans already? That would be unusually swift."


  "Circumstances necessitate it," Lesto replied. "Prince Allen's life depends on swift, sure action ... as does Rene's," he added quietly.


  "We'll get him back," Sarrica said. "Whatever it takes. You've been my family, both of you, since we met all those years ago."


  Lesto smiled faintly. "You scarce noticed us. You were entirely too busy admiring Nyle."


  "I noticed eventually," Sarrica replied, thoughts of Nyle stirring an old ache. But thoughts of his dead lover only led him right back to the consort he had so cruelly rejected. "How did I not know Prince Allen was a silver tongue?"


  After a moment of hesitation, Lesto said, "Honestly, Sarrica, I would be astonished if you recall the color of his hair. You have made it very clear the past year that you have no interest in taking a consort. We have rattled off candidate after candidate, only for you to reject them unseen. We managed to get Prince Allen here only by going behind your back. Five minutes into the meeting, you made a mockery of him and threw him out."


  Sarrica winced. "I do not deny I was a bastard, and deserve whatever I get. I... " he hadn't wanted to finally surrender Nyle. Bad enough he'd sired children, but to give up entirely and take a consort...


  "My brother would be the first to tell you to stop sulking and move on. Prince Allen is a fine candidate."


  "He looked as though holding a sword would overbalance him," Sarrica said. "I don't want my children raised by a simpering bird of court."


  Lesto made a frustrated noise. "If you looked at him and saw simpering, then you are a fool, Sarrica. When next you cross paths with your fiancé, I suggest you really look at him and give him a fair chance. But for the record, his hair is brown, his eyes are blue, and according to the paperwork he speaks twelve languages. We are leaving within the hour unless you've objections."


  "No objections," Sarrica replied, and began to strip out of his ornate court clothes as his manservant brought travel clothes and his lightweight armor. "Did the healers get a chance to compose a list of possible poisons?"


  Nodding, Lesto pulled out a small sheet of paper and rattled off several names. "Common enough poisons for such uses, though I worry Cartha has its own strains. Various antidotes are being packed, and dispersed amongst the men. We're taking only a small group, thirty men all told, all mine. The regular armies will remain here to counter the attack. I could kiss your fiancé myself, for providing such priceless information."


  Sarrica grunted in amusement. "You could, but you won't."


  "I don't think you're yet allowed to dictate who gets his favors."


  "I am at least smart enough to know I should work to change that," Sarrica replied. He stood still as his manservant strapped and buckled his leather armor into place. Taking the sword belt he held out, Sarrica buckled it into place himself, then settled his sword, dagger, and pouches into place. Accepting the cloak held out to him, he swung it over his shoulders and secured it with a cast iron pin shaped like a gryphon with ruby eyes.


  Ready, he led the way from his rooms and through the palace to the courtyard where everyone else was already gathered. "Supplies will follow behind us," Lesto said.


  Sarrica nodded and swung up into the saddle of his favorite warhorse. Fortunately, it was also the best one for the mountains, until the way grew too difficult for horses. When all seemed ready, he gave the signal and rode off, headed with all possible speed for the Cartha Mountains.


  PART THREE


  Allen grit his teeth against a cry of pain as he was unchained from the whipping post. He passed out as they dragged him away, but roused again while their poor excuse of a healer looked over his shredded back. "You would cease to suffer if you would just tell us what you were doing in the mountains."


  "I don't know, as I have told you countless times," Allen replied, not bothering to open his eyes. Just the thought of looking into the bastard's oily face churned his stomach. He shuddered as fingers slid over his scalp, stupidly missing the hair he had cut to better blend in with the mercenaries. "I am new to the Dragons. They hired me the very day they set out. The Captain did not yet trust me enough to divulge the mission to me. I knew only that we were to barter for passage through the Shadow Pass. Beating me will not grant me new knowledge."


  "We shall see. Treat him and return him to his cell. When will he be fit for more questioning?"


  The healer replied, "I would let him rest at least three days, your grace. Anything sooner and the injuries may be too much. He's no soldier, to handle such abuse."


  "And yet, his body bears the scars of many lashings. Two days." Not waiting for a reply, he left, leaving Allen and the healer alone.


  Sighing softly, the healer began to treat the wounds. Allen grit his teeth again through the ordeal, fading in and out of consciousness. He wasn't sure how much more he could take, but if they gave up on him they would turn to the others. The only thing sparing them was the fact they could not speak Tricemore, and Cartha had no translators of their own up to the task.


  He hoped fervently that his message had gotten through, that the exhausting efforts he and Rene had made had not been in vain. It was only by the grace of the Pantheon that Benta had chosen to send one of the Dragons as a messenger, rather than one of their own people.


  The messenger had left two days ago, and if nothing impeded him he should have arrived at the palace already. Allen wondered what Sarrica would choose to do; wiser to leave them to rot, or attempt to send soldiers on the sly. He was not looking forward to the conversation he would be having with Sarrica if he survived and made it back to the palace, but he'd rather have the conversation than be dead.


  Unfortunately, he could not really see the man who had so meanly thrown him out of court risking himself and his precious soldiers for mercs and a consort he did not want. His death would anger his parents, but kings had smoothed over greater problems.


  At least he'd die knowing he'd done his best to pass on vital information.


  He passed out again, overcome by the pain caused by the healer's none-too-gentle touch. When he stirred again, it was to the sound of someone saying his name. The voice wasn't familiar, but he definitely knew the accent: the speaker was from the palace.


  Disbelief and hope made it suddenly hard to breathe, and Allen dragged his eyes open dreading he was just hallucinating. But the soldiers, dressed in the dark blue uniform of the High King's personal guard, were very real. They spoke tersely with the healer, who rambled back, and it was clear they were only barely understanding each other.


  Allen tried to speak up, translate, but even trying to sit up was too much for him. He slumped back down and closed his eyes, longing for a day when he need no longer fear a lash. He had thought, when he was summoned to the court of the High King, that the day had finally come.


  Of course, he reminded himself, he would be just fine if he had not broken every rule he'd ever been taught simply to prove a point. He had acted selfishly, and against the well-being of the kingdom. He should not have risked so much just to soothe his hurt feelings.


  Seeing he was awake, one of the soldiers looked at him and asked, "You are Allen, the silver tongue assigned to the Three-headed Dragons, yes?"


  "Yes, I am," Allen replied.


  "Then we are taking him," the other soldier said to the healer, saying the words in stiff Tricemore. "The High King demands to see all the captives, to assure himself the Duke of Amorlay has not lied to him. Do not argue, old man."


  Brushing the healer aside, they bent to look over Allen's injuries themselves. He could see by their expressions that they knew exactly who he was and how displeased Sarrica would be when he saw what had been done to him.


  On the other hand, the torture of a prince of the realm was all the excuse Sarrica needed to do whatever he wanted to Cartha and Benta. "Can you stand, or..."


  "I'll need help," Allen said, wondering if Sarrica would hold his injuries against him, would see him as weak. No doubt soldiers took such beatings better. He bit back a cry of pain as the soldiers helped him to his feet. Gentle though they were, it still hurt. Allen went in and out of consciousness as they slowly made their way through the cold fortress to the great hall.


  When they arrived, he was acutely aware that he was barely dressed and covered in lash marks, dripping blood and sweat. He swayed on his feet, grateful for the way the soldiers kept firm grip on his arms.


  Every pair of eyes in the hall was on him, but Allen had eyes only for Sarrica. Looking at him, handsome and fierce, was unexpectedly soothing. Whatever anger and bitterness he still felt was, at least temporarily, overcome by relief that the beatings were over and he stood a chance of going home. Whether back to the High King's palace or his parents', he didn't know. But he would be away from the gods-forsaken mountains.


  Sarrica looked furious as he strode across the hall, spurs jangling fiercely. He circled around Allen, examining his injuries, and finally stopped in front of him as he faced down the Cartha Chief and the Duke of Amorlay. "What is the meaning of this?" he demanded. "I answered your summons; you had no right to torture him."


  "Your men had no business in the mountains, and certainly they had no business trying to sneak through Shadow Pass. We had every right to extract information from the soldiers."


  "I might have let you live, if you had tortured a soldier," Sarrica replied. "I would have beaten you and imprisoned you, but I might have let you live. However, this man is no soldier—he is Prince Allen Gaulden, of the kingdom of Gaulden, and my future consort. For torturing a prince of the realm, the penalty is death."


  His men moved at his words, and the fact that they lacked weapons—likely taken from them upon arrival—seemed to be no impediment. They moved faster than Allen could follow in his pain-hazed state, and within minutes the Carthans were all dead with the Duke of Amorlay and his fellow Benta's captured.


  Sarrica gestured to the men restraining the Duke and his fellows. "Take them and the head of the Duke to the border. Inform Benta that I consider this a declaration of war."


  "Yes, Majesty," the soldiers replied, and dragged away a pale-faced Duke to carry out orders.


  Turning back to Allen, Sarrica addressed the soldiers still with him. "Take him to the Duke's quarters—my quarters." He held up a hand for them to stay where they were for a moment, and turned to the man approaching them, the marks of a Captain on his tunic. "Lesto, when is the rest of the army arriving?"


  "They should be here by nightfall, Majesty."


  "Send a third of them to secure Shadow Pass. Send out a messenger to order troops from the regular army. I also want the Fathoms Deep mercenaries; they're experienced in fighting in this type of terrain."


  "Yes, Majesty."


  Sarrica nodded, dismissing him, and turned back to Allen. "We will speak later, after I am done sorting out this mess. Is there anything you need?"


  Though he knew it would probably only lessen Sarrica's opinion of him, Allen could not endure the pain a moment longer. "Pain medication, if there is any to be had. My wounds are treated, but the Duke refused to allow anyone to dull the pain. Do not trust their foodstuffs; these people are absurdly fond of their poisons. I think they've been drugging Rene and the others to keep them compliant."


  "Thank you," Sarrica said, and then startled Allen by reaching out to lightly touch his fingertips to Allen's cheek. "Go and rest. I apologize for all that you have suffered."


  He walked off before Allen could reply. Not that he knew what to say, the man before him was not the bastard who had thrown him out of court. Allen went along gladly as the soldier led him away, up a flight of stairs to the large, private room that had only recently belonged to the Duke.


  They helped him into the enormous bed, and it was the softest, warmest thing Allen had felt in months. He distantly heard the guards bid him sleep well, but was asleep before he could muster a reply.


  It was dark when he woke, only a candle by the bed and the flickering fire casting light upon the room. Allen groaned, tried to wake up, but his head felt distinctly fuzzy.


  "Careful," a deep voice said, and a calloused hand rested carefully at the small of his back where the damage was minimal. The Duke had definitely preferred to strike higher up, where the whip would curl around to hit his chest, his shoulders, occasionally his throat. "You might feel a tad cloud-headed, from the medicine. But hopefully you are in little to no pain."


  Allen turned his head, looked up at the shadowy figure of Sarrica. "Uh, no, I feel hardly any pain at all, actually. Thank you."


  "You're welcome," Sarrica replied, and sat at the edge of the bed, hand still resting on Allen's back. "I am sorry you were treated so abysmally, first by me and then this."


  Closing his eyes again, Allen replied, "You wanted a soldier, Majesty. You were sent a diplomat. You had a right to be displeased."


  "Not to be an ass," Sarrica said quietly. "But we'll speak more on this later. For now you should focus on recovering. Did you want to try eating? I can help you sit up."


  Allen forced his eyes open again, because even that little bit of hiding seemed weak. "Yes, please. Thank you. I am sorry to be helpless."


  "You are taking it better than I ever did," Sarrica said with wry amusement. "My father had me lashed only once: ten lashes across the back for being essentially young and stupid. They did not even draw blood, but I kicked up quite the fuss. My personal healer said you showed signs of being lashed on several previous occasions."


  He stood up and gently helped Allen sit up and turn around, then got him settled against a massive pile of soft pillows. When he seemed steady, Sarrica walked over to a large table where platters of food were set. He arranged a plate of food on a tray, filled a cup with wine, then brought the tray to Allen and set it across his lap. "Why were you lashed?"


  "My brothers," Allen said with a sigh, wishing he could forego the entire conversation—but it was not as though he could sink much lower in Sarrica's eyes. "They were brought up as soldiers, always training in the hot sun, the snow, the rain. All their time went to their training, and when they were not doing that they had other lessons. I was always inside, or being taken off into the city, something they were not allowed to do. They saw me as coddled, spoiled, because I had no 'real' lessons. So they would often drag me into the yard when our parents were away and teach me 'real' lessons."


  The lashings had not even been the worst of it. The truly awful part had been sitting all day in hard, unforgiving chairs while he went through all his lessons, wearing dark clothes so the bloodstains would not show.


  "That is inexcusable," Sarrica said. "Why did you allow them to get away with it?"


  "What was I supposed to do?" Allen demanded irritably. "Fight them? I could not do that. Tell on them? That would have just made it worse. I survived it, which is all that matters."


  And his brothers had shut up quickly when he made fools of them with his useless lessons, speaking with ease in the city and in court to all the foreign visitors while they stood silently by, unable to do more than listen.


  Sarrica nodded and sipped at his own wine. "My apologies. I seem to be making a habit of judging you unfairly, and I vowed I would stop doing that. Tell me how in the names of the gods you came to be with the Dragons. Rene is still sick, and not able to tell me."


  "We met by chance when I helped him sort out an argument with a merchant," Allen said stiffly, and recounted the tale.


  "I do not understand why you left—," Sarrica said, and bit off whatever else he was going to say.


  Allen sighed. "I was not welcome at court. I could not bear to go home in disgrace after all my parents had done to get me to your court. Rene had need of me, and I thought it would prove my use. I regret that I have caused the kingdom so much trouble, Majesty. Be assured that when I can move again I will remove myself entirely."


  "If that is what you want, then I will respect your decision, but for my part I have no desire to see you leave," Sarrica said quietly. "The day you vanished, I already had intended to make up for my wretched behavior. I was awaiting you at the luncheon most impatiently, and disappointed you never showed. When you wound up missing ... at first we thought you had slipped away back home, but when that too proved false we combed the nine kingdoms for you. I was not expecting you to turn up here, and am sorry all over again that my careless words drove you to these lengths. I would like for you to remain with me at least long enough for me to make amends."


  Whatever Allen had expected to hear, it was not that. Sarrica had planned to apologize that day? Well, didn't that make him a perfect fool. "If your Majesty desires I stay then stay I shall," Allen replied, and picked at a piece of herb-crusted chicken. "To be honest, I prefer to avoid my parents as long as possible." They were probably already rehearsing the guilt-inducing lectures.


  Sarrica chuckled, drawing his attention and a hesitant smile. He'd never heard Sarrica laugh before, save derisively. "So is it true that you know twelve languages?" Sarrica asked. "I confess I have been a perfect imbecile so far as the matter of a consort has gone. I've been reluctant to ... well, it is long past time I moved on. How in the names of the gods does one learn twelve languages?"


  "One spends a lot of time indoors, sitting at tables, reading and writing, and reciting. Other days, one goes into the city and speaks with complete strangers, some who are kind and help, others who laugh and mock you every step of the way. You practice and practice and practice, all the while envying your brothers the time they get to spend riding and swimming and hunting. On the bright side, all the pretty visitors danced with me because I could talk to them."


  Laughing again, Sarrica poured them both more wine, and then said, "I can imagine the looks your brothers gave you for that. I remember being in precisely their situation. I could not even read the missive that Cartha sent, and only barely read yours. It's been a long time since I've had to read the Old Tongue."


  "It was always my favorite," Allen admitted quietly. "Not much practical use, however, so I study it only in my spare time."


  Sarrica snorted. "I think it has proved its use in this venture. Study it whenever you like. There are all manner of books about this fortress, no doubt because they are trapped here so much of the year. I've had some brought for you and can bring you more."


  "Oh—thank you," Allen replied, trying another hesitant smile. He'd thought Sarrica handsome even when he was being a bastard. When he was being pleasant he was even more attractive. Dangerously so. "I should not be stuck in bed overlong. Two, three days at most, and I'll be fine." He blinked, yawned, found it abruptly difficult to keep his eyes open. "I am sure you must return to the palace, Majesty—"


  He stopped as Sarrica's hand covered his, squeezed it gently. Allen was suddenly reminded of his own much more slender figure, that Sarrica had several stones on him. It was the sort of contrast he had always enjoyed. He was surprised all over again that he found Sarrica so appealing.


  If by some miracle Sarrica actually chose to keep him after all, if they somehow managed to smooth everything out, he was more certain than ever that their bed would never be cold. Not for lack of trying on his part.


  "You are my future consort," Sarrica said. "You need not keep calling me 'Majesty', please. I would be honored if you'd use my name. Indeed, I seldom hear it."


  Allen nodded, and said, "Sarrica, then. Thank you. I am certain you need to return to the palace."


  "I've already made arrangements, and the snow is falling too heavily to travel in the next couple of days, anyway. We will return together when you are well enough to make the journey." When Allen started to protest, Sarrica placed a finger over his mouth. "Get some rest, we'll talk more later." He gathered up the tray and carried it away. Allen fell asleep admiring the way he looked in firelight.


  PART FOUR


  Finding someone to warm his bed had never been difficult. It had always been insultingly easy, and Sarrica had learned at a very young age that it was really only the crown of the High King they were interested in fucking.


  Nyle was the first one to really make him work for it, though he had done it mostly to be an infuriating bastard. Nyle had always thrived on making his life difficult. He was vibrant, loud, and ruthless. Sarrica had loved him for it.


  Allen was proving to be just as much of a challenge, but in a wholly different way. For one, Sarrica was fairly certain that Allen did not know he was challenging. He was so self-contained, so in control of his thoughts and feelings, that Sarrica was very close to requesting he give instruction on controlling one's self to the entire Great Council.


  He hovered in the doorway, admiring the way the sunlight spilling in the open window fell across Allen, who'd pulled back the tapestry to look outside at the snow.


  The healing lash marks were lurid, but the faded scars from previous lashings were somehow worse. Some of the ointment rubbed into his skin to help with the pain still gleamed. Sarrica dropped the papers he'd been reading on the table and poured them both coffee. "How are you this morning?"


  "Fine, thank you," Allen replied, dropping the tapestry and turning toward him. "Well enough to return your bed to you."


  Sarrica sat down and took a swallow of coffee, then retrieved the papers he'd been reading over. "Keep it. I hardly sleep anyway, and I am ever hopeful it will eventually be our bed."


  When only silence greeted his bold words, he looked up braced for disappointment—but Allen only looked pleased and amused, and it wasn't until the relief swept through him that Sarrica realized just how hopeful he'd been. "I don't think that will be a problem," Allen finally said, and moved stiffly to the table, sat down slowly and took a sip of coffee with a happy sigh. "Thank you."


  "For coffee? You are the easiest person in nine kingdoms to spoil," Sarrica said with amusement. "My hunting dogs are not that easy to please."


  Allen shrugged. "Coffee is harder to obtain so far south, where we are nowhere near the harbors. By the time it reaches us, there is very little left and of poor quality. My parents and most of the court prefer tea, so not much is done to obtain coffee."


  Sarrica nodded, and refilled Allen's cup. He handed over the papers he'd been perusing. "Tell me what you think of this," he said. "It's a trade agreement between Rilen, Delfaste, and Mesta. They are two steps from war over the matter, because they keep claiming different things were agreed to. I am comfortable with Mesta, and can traverse Delfaste without getting lost, but I am not fit to sort through these contracts. I have no suitable translators on the premises, and am not confident the version sent to me in Harken matches what the other three say."


  "I am happy to help," Allen said, and Sarrica believed him. He took the contracts and spread them out, frowning in concentration as he began to read them. "Here is the problem," he said after several minutes. "Your contract has it the way it should have been written across all of them, but it was not written that way in the Delfaste and Mesta copies. It's a common enough error; numerical values are always the hardest to translate. The Rilen and Harken drafts use the High Court system, but the other two contracts attempted to convert that to local forms of measurement. Unfortunately, the figures are not accurate, so proper amounts are not being traded. The Mesta and Delfaste contracts would need to be amended to switch to the High Court system."


  He held out the papers, and Sarrica took them back. "Thank you," he said, setting the papers aside. "It would have taken me at least two translators and a great deal more time to do that. My greatest wish is that a common language would emerge. I could try to make it law, but relations are tenuous enough."


  "One will catch on eventually, I think. Along the borders it's nearly impossible to keep track of who speaks what." Allen smiled over the rim of his coffee cup. "In the meantime, at least we silver tongues will never lack for work."


  Sarrica smiled briefly and began to eat breakfast. When his porridge was gone, he pushed the empty bowl aside and said, "Benta has sent their apologies and withdrawn from the mountains. I'm certain they're just plotting how to slit my throat, but at least they've stood down for now. Unless you say otherwise, I think we can return home the end of next week."


  "That sounds fine. I'm sure I could travel now; you're fretting over much."


  "Better safe than sorry, and quite honestly it does not upset me too much to be up here. Once we are back in Harken, we will be chained to the palace and never granted a moment of free time. Nyle and I had the very devil of the time obtaining just a few minutes alone—" He broke off, realizing his error. "I'm sorry."


  Allen frowned. "About what?"


  Sarrica finished his coffee and poured more. "I feel it is in poor taste to speak of a past lover to the one I am attempting to court."


  "He was important to you," Allen replied. "I am pleased you'd speak of him to me at all. I—well, I am no soldier, and he was unmatched in that regard."


  "Yes, he had no equal," Sarrica said quietly. "He won every battle I ordered him to lead. But he had no patience for courtly life, and it was a source of contention between us. I am realizing more and more that perhaps everyone knew what was best for me, except me."


  Allen smiled faintly at his coffee. "Well, your opinion is the one that matters."


  "No, it is definitely our opinion that matters," Sarrica corrected. "Being consort to the High King is no easy thing, especially as your silver tongue is going to be used to the point I fear some days you'll have no voice left."


  "I know a few tricks to help with that," Allen said, and finally began to work at his own breakfast. After a few minutes he asked, "Why were the Dragons trying to get to Benta? I still don't know their true mission."


  Sarrica stared at him in surprise. "Rene never told you? They were on a rescue mission. A ship of ours went down off the coast of Benta, and the survivors captured. The Dragons were going to retrieve them. They've been secured as a condition of my not starting a war with Benta. I'm sorry, I would have explained all that if it had occurred to me you did not know."


  Allen laughed, shaking his head. "I'm sure Rene is just as happy to see the back of me; I seem to be a source of ill-luck, and if Cartha and Benta had realized who I was everything would have been much worse."


  "It all worked out in the end, though I think everyone will rest easier in the future if you leave the palace only for official reasons."


  "Yes, Majesty," Allen said teasingly, and finished his coffee. "Is there anything else I can do to help? I feel rather at loose ends sitting in here all day."


  Sarrica finished his coffee and set the cup aside, looking Allen over thoughtfully. "I can certainly sympathize with being idle. I'm not very good at it myself. Are you certain you can handle wandering about? Not that you'll do much actual wandering, but..."


  "I'm fine," Allen said, and slowly stood up, turning around to display his wounds. He ran a hand over the back of his head, and Sarrica realized he was reaching reflexively to lift hair that still wasn't there.


  Sarrica stood up and moved around the table, reaching out to gingerly examine the wounds. They did seem to be healing well and quickly. By the time they left, Allen should have no real problems getting down the mountain. Sarrica let his hand linger a moment, then slowly pulled it away. "You do seem to be healing well. I see no reason you cannot be as bored as I somewhere else in the fortress."


  Turning, Allen smiled up at him. If there was a man alive who could resist that sort of temptation, Sarrica did not want to be him. Allen tasted like coffee and porridge, warm and male beneath that, returning Sarrica's kiss with genuine enthusiasm.


  He barely remembered in time not to wrap his arms around Allen and draw him in close. Instead, he cupped Allen's face, ate ravenously at his mouth, mind running through everything he suddenly wanted to do and picking out what was actually possible.


  A knock at the door forced him to stop, but he lingered a moment, rubbing his thumb over Allen's bottom lip before stepping back with a sigh. "Enter," he called out.


  The door opened to admit a guard, who swept them a low bow. "High King, I was bid inform you that all are assembled and await only you."


  "See arrangements are made for Prince Allen to join me. He will be assisting me with the hearings today."


  Sweeping another bow, the guard said, "Yes, Majesty." He closed the door quietly behind him.


  Reluctantly stepping away, Sarrica said, "I think I might have something suitable for you to wear, though it will be a trifle large."


  "Only a trifle?" Allen asked, mouth twitching with amusement. "What are these hearings that they would come all the way up here to hold them? Why could they not wait until your return?"


  "One is a murder that took place on neutral land, so I must settle it. The victim was a sheriff. The other pertains to the contracts you just sorted for me. The last has to do with a marine dispute, and involves sorting out some rather valuable cargo. I'm sure it will take all day; they all seem to think the more they speak the better their chances of getting what they want."


  Allen's mouth quirked. "Yes, that certainly does seem to be the case. I've sat through court sessions with my parents often. There was one occasion they had a man gagged because he refused to be quiet long enough to let anyone else speak."


  "I need to remember that trick," Sarrica said, and took another kiss, and several more after that, unable to tear himself away from Allen's warm, eager mouth. He curved his hands around Allen's hips, smoothed them lightly across the small of his back, then shifted lower to grip his ass, tugging him closer and higher.


  Slender arms wrapped around his neck as Allen ate at his mouth, meeting Sarrica measure for measure. Heat flooded Sarrica, threaded with relief, because no one had really made him burn since Nyle. He hadn't realized until that moment how much he had missed wanting someone so desperately.


  It was easy, natural, from there to unlace Allen's breeches and pull out his cock. He teased his fingers along its length, ran his thumb over the head, then began to stroke with slow, firm pulls, all the while keeping their mouths firmly sealed together, feasting on every gasp and moan Allen fed him. Nails bit into his skin, and he pulled away as he began to stroke faster just to enjoy the sight of Allen's flushed face, his eyes bright with lust, the pupils wide. Best of all was the way Allen clung to him and said his name as he came with a shudder in Sarrica's arms.


  Reluctantly letting him go, Sarrica grabbed a napkin from the table to clean them up as best he could. Tossing the napkin aside, he drew Allen close again and kissed him softly. "I think perhaps taking you to the hearings is a mistake after all," Sarrica murmured, then swallowed Allen's answering chuckle in another kiss. Eventually, he managed to make himself pull back, drawing in a much needed breath and while trying to think cooling thoughts.


  Allen's hands slid down to his breeches, but Sarrica captured them and drew them back up, and kissed the back of each. "But—"


  "I am more than happy to have you repay the favor later," Sarrica said. "Do not strain your wounds more than I already have. Besides, if we are much later to session, they will all come in here and then we'll never get rid of them." Pulling away, he walked over to the wardrobe and pulled out a lightweight, dark blue tunic. It was soft, well-worn, something he often wore when he settled in to work on paperwork through the night. "Try this. It's a bit too light for the cold, but a good cloak and some mulled wine will counter that."


  He helped Allen into the tunic, using a cloth belt to cinch it up at his hips. Satisfied with that, he returned to the wardrobe and drew out a heavy, dark blue cloak trimmed and lined with soft, dark brown fur. Swinging it over Allen's shoulders and twitching it into place, he pinned it with a silver pin portraying a dragon and a gryphon twined together. "All set, then," he said, and stole one last kiss before moving away to finish dressing himself.


  The great hall fell silent as they entered, but Sarrica ignored it, simply walked on hand in hand with Allen. When they reached the dais, he settled Allen in a seat prepared with his back in mind.


  After he took his own seat, and arranged the relevant papers on the table between their seats, Sarrica said, "For those not formally introduced, I make known to you Prince Allen Gaulden, my betrothed. As my future consort, he will be assisting me in session today. Bring the first case forward."


  "Majesties," the bailiff replied and swept a bow before turning and beckoning forward nearly a dozen people, one of them in chains. Sarrica looked the lot over, noting the poor state of the accused, the better condition of the vendors accusing him. The accused also seemed rather slight, not strong enough to easily kill a healthy, fit Sheriff. "Explain the details to me again, bailiff. All parties will remain silent until he finishes the recounting."


  Sarrica listened as the bailiff recounted the tale of a theft gone wrong, the vendor's son capturing the accused, the sheriff brought in to sort the matter out, but instead devolving into tragedy. He already saw a few flaws in the telling. "I'm still not clear as to why the man attacked the sheriff. Accused, tell me your version of events."


  Instead of replying, the man just looked terrified, staring wide-eyed and looking on the verge of tears. Sarrica frowned. "What's wrong?" he asked the man. "You need not be afraid, you may tell your version of events without fear of punishment for speaking."


  One of the vendors—the son who had made the formal accusation—said, "He's been that way since he was clapped in chains. Won't speak a word, just stares and acts jumpy. Half the time he acknowledges killing, the other half he denies it."


  "He can't understand what is being said," Allen interjected. "You said the matter happened at a neutral market in an area where Mesta, Outland, and Gearth intersect. That also puts it near the main port of Outland. He probably speaks very rough Outland, enough to trade, purchase food, small things. I assume you've mostly spoken Outland to him? Have you tried anything else?"


  "He only reacts to Outland," the bailiff replied, looking over his own notes. He glanced at the accused. "He looks Outland, with those eyes and hair."


  Allen's mouth tightened in irritation; it was the most emotion Sarrica had ever seen him display outside their bedroom. "What do you think?" he asked quietly.


  "I think he's a sailor, from the Far Islands," Allen said, and before Sarrica could reply he began to speak to the man in a language that Sarrica did not remotely recognize. But the way the man's face lit up, the way he began to cry openly with relief...


  It made Sarrica painfully aware that language barriers were a far bigger problem than he realized. When they finally stopped speaking, Sarrica looked at Allen in silent query.


  "His name is Tima. According to him, he thought he was buying three loaves of bread and two bits of dried meat. He handed over his coin and took his purchases, and suddenly was being accused of thieving. They bound him, threw him in a shed, and kept him there for two days until the Sheriff came by on his rounds. At that point, Tima does not know what happened. He was clapped in irons and watched as the street vendors who had him arrested handed money over to the Sheriff. He thought he was being sold back into slavery when he had only just recently obtained his freedom. He panicked and tried to get away. He says they drew their swords and tried to stop him. He claims it was not he who stabbed the Sheriff, but the son, and that it was an accident due to so much going on in such a small space."


  Sarrica nodded, not really surprised. "Would you translate for me, for all parties?"


  "Of course."


  Smiling briefly at him, Sarrica turned to the group before him and said, "The accused is set free, with the sincere apologies of the high crown for the misunderstanding. He is to be compensated thrice over. The son will face penance for the accidental slaying of a Sheriff. Trial fees will be covered by the high crown. This case is closed."


  When they were gone, Sarrica was not the only one who stared at Allen with awe. "What in the world were you speaking? I was not familiar with it at all. I suppose I should have asked what twelve languages you know, when I have only nine kingdoms."


  "Farland, which is spoken mostly by sailors and merchants. It's derived from Outland, but has changed so much over the centuries that they're only still vaguely related. It explains why he knew enough Outland to get by, but not enough to get himself out of trouble."


  "Quite the silver tongue, indeed," Sarrica murmured, pleased by the look Allen shot him at the unsubtle tease. "I don't think silver does you justice, though."


  Allen's mouth quirked with amusement. "No, Majesty? What am I, then?"


  "My golden tongue, of course. I think you will seduce away my kingdom when I set you loose upon it."


  "I don't want to seduce a kingdom, Majesty. Only a High King."


  Sarrica smiled, and took his hand, twining their fingers together. "That, you have already done, consort. Shall we move on to the next case?"


  "Bring them forward," Allen said in reply, smiling at him one last time before they went back to work.


  THE END
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  HIS TRUE NATURE


  by: Silvia Violet


  CHAPTER 1


  "Shit!" Dan shut off the power winch on his pop-up camper. The camper was listing to the side like it might fall over any minute. What had he done wrong? He resumed his search for the manual. Surely it's in one of these damn storage compartments.


  He was an intelligent, educated man. Why couldn't he figure out how to set up a fucking camper? He wished his brother Cliff was there. He knew everything about camping and fishing and hunting and….


  Dan closed his eyes and tried to remember how to breathe. Cliff wasn't speaking to him. He'd probably never go on a trip with Cliff again. The one member of his family he'd thought would support him had turned on him like the rest of them. Even Cliff was ashamed of who Dan really was.


  Dan had stormed out of his parents' house a few days ago with Cliff and his father still yelling at him. He'd started walking, not knowing where he was going. A few blocks away, he spotted a sign on a camper saying it was for sale. He'd been considering taking some time off, going back to Fontana Lake where his family had gone every year when he was a kid. What if he took a longer sabbatical, got a camper, headed up into the mountains, and just roamed? Running away wasn't really the answer but neither was staying where he wasn't wanted. He needed some time to consider what he wanted to do next? Move? Say the hell with the haters and stay in Loudin, Georgia where to most people, being openly gay was synonymous with being a minion of the devil? Even those that didn't care who he slept with saw him as an object of curiosity.


  He'd knocked on the door of the house with the camper. A man had answered in his PJs, and Dan realized it was seven thirty in the morning on a Saturday.


  Why did I come out to my family before any of them finished their first cup of coffee? It was Dan's thirtieth birthday, and he'd been hiding his secret for over fifteen years. He couldn't do it any more. He couldn't be a man in his thirties whose family didn't really know him.


  "I'm sorry if I got you up. I was interested in your camper," he said to the man at the door.


  The man perked up. "That's great! It's an awesome little camper. I hate to have to sell it, but it's been a hard year."


  Dan nodded. It sure had. If it hadn't been for some government contracts he'd won based on his skill with restoration, his architectural firm might not have made it through the last few months.


  "How much are you asking for it?" Dan had no idea how much a camper should cost. What the hell was he doing considering buying one? Sure he had plenty of savings. He lived alone, and he kept things simple, but still, buying a camper he might not even use was an insane move. He hadn't been camping in years.


  The man ran a hand through his hair. "Eight Thousand. It's a good deal, and I'll even throw in some fishing equipment."


  Dan glanced at the camper. His heart pounded. He had to get out of Loudin. He wanted to do something crazy. "Sold."


  The man looked stunned. Dan should have haggled, but he didn't care. Would his truck even haul the camper? He hoped to hell so, because he wanted to leave town that afternoon. What would the other partners in his firm say?


  He reached for his wallet, opened it, and pulled out the hundred dollar bill his aunt had given him for his birthday the night before. He handed it to the man who still looked like he didn't believe his good fortune. "I don't have my check book on me. Take that as a down payment and I'll be right back."


  The man shook his head. "That's not necessary."


  "Are you sure?"


  "Yeah. It'll be right here when you get back."


  Dan ran all the way back to his parents' house, jumped into his truck, drove home to get his check book, and went back for the camper. He wanted to leave town that very day, but he couldn't take off without talking to the other architects at his firm and getting some supplies for the trip.


  On Monday afternoon, after securing a three month sabbatical without pay, he'd loaded up the camper and set out for the Nantahala National Forest where he'd spent some of the best weeks of his childhood.


  He finally found the camper's manual in the glove compartment of his truck. He flipped through it, frantically trying to find the instructions for opening the camper. He was determined to have a fantastic summer, but so far, it was off to a terrible start.


  "You gotta put these supports down," a man said.


  Dan turned to find the source of the low, rich voice and saw what was undoubtedly the most gorgeous man he'd ever laid eyes on. The man was pointing to a black post that was tucked under the camper's edge.


  He had wavy, golden blond hair that stuck out from under his hat, sparkling green eyes, a scruffy beard, and a mischievous smile. His forest ranger uniform stretched tight across his chest. The first few buttons were undone, and Dan could see a sprinkling of golden chest hair in the vee of the shirt.


  Is it soft or coarse? How would it feel under my tongue? Dan fought the urge to drop his gaze lower. If the man's pants were as tight as the shirt, Dan might just expire on the spot.


  "If you don't have these down, the camper will tip over." The man began turning a crank which slowly lowered one of the supports.


  Dan looked down at the instructions he'd finally found. There was a picture of a stick figure lowering the same supports.


  "I'm kinda new at this." And now he made a fool of himself in front of the hot ranger.


  "Did you just buy the camper?" the man asked as he started work on the second support.


  "Yeah. I… uh… should've read the instructions I guess." He tried not to stare at the man's ass as he bent down to help with the camper, but that was like trying to not to eat a doughnut when it was right in front of him.


  "That can help." The man laughed, but his smile softened the ribbing. He stood and held out his hand. "I'm Parker."


  Dan shook hands with him, fighting the urge to moan as Parker's strong fingers encased his own. "I'm Dan."


  He let go reluctantly, wishing he could touch more of Parker than just his hand. He hadn't reacted that strongly to a man in a long time. Hopefully, his cargo pants were baggy enough to hide his growing hard on.


  Parker flipped the switch on the side of the camper, and it began to expand just as stated in the manual. "Did you have a sudden urge to get back to nature?"


  Dan looked at the ground. "Something like that."


  "Well, be careful. I'd hate for you to ruin your new toy."


  "Yeah, especially since I'm supposed to live in it all summer."


  Something flashed in Parker's eyes. Interest? Dan chided himself. He was thinking with his cock. He'd left home to be alone, not to seduce the first interesting man he saw, even if Parker was a particularly fine specimen.


  "The whole summer?" Parker asked.


  Dan nodded. "Yep."


  Parker looked like he wanted to ask more questions, but he didn't. "Well, take care. If you're going to be around for awhile, I'm sure I'll be seeing you. I patrol through here a few times a day."


  "That's great!"


  Parker gave him a strange look. He realized how eager he'd sounded. What the hell was wrong with him? He never acted like such an idiot back home. Of course he was always on guard there. "I appreciate your help."


  Parker grinned, and Dan's heart thumped against his chest. Did Parker know the power of that smile? Dan bet Parker could talk his way into anything, looking at a man like that. A gay man at least.


  "Later then." Parker tipped his hat and turned to continue down the trail toward the lake.


  Dan stood and watched Parker, unable to stop staring at the ranger's round ass. Two girls who looked about nineteen or twenty passed him on the trail. "Hi, Parker," they chorused.


  He tipped his hat. "Ladies."


  They giggled and whispered to each other as they passed him. He turned and eyed their asses.


  Damn! Dan shook his head and turned back to the camper. He hadn't really thought Parker was gay, and this summer was about spending time alone, getting to know himself, sorting out who he was and where he wanted to go, not for sexual or romantic entanglements.


  His cock disagreed. Being in the closet hadn't done much for his sex life. The occasional weekend of driving to Savannah to revel in anonymous sex just wasn't enough.


  CHAPTER 2


  The next morning Dan woke up as the sun was beginning to rise. The mattress in the camper didn't compare well with the memory foam one he had at home, so his sleep had been fitful at best. He decided to get up despite the early hour and try his hand at fishing.


  After meeting Parker and getting the camper set up, he'd taken a short hike, fixed himself a sandwich for dinner, and read until he was too sleepy to keep his eyes open. The day had been peaceful if a bit lonely.


  He started the coffee and fixed himself a bowl of cereal in the camper kitchen which reminded him of the play kitchen his three-year-old niece was fond of. His house back in Loudin was far from big, but moving around in the camper made him feel like Gulliver in Lilliput.


  When the coffee was ready, he downed a mug then filled a thermos, and gathered the equipment he needed for fishing. He'd rented a small boat, and he had high hopes for a beautiful morning watching the sunrise over the lake.


  An hour later he was cursing a blue streak as he fought with tangled fishing line. What the hell was wrong with him? He couldn't set up a camper. He couldn't fish. And yet he'd decided to spend the whole summer camping in the Blue Ridge Mountains. He should just pack up and go home. Not that he could ever really go home again, since he hadn't kept his mouth shut about his true nature. Home would never be the same.


  As he worked the knots in the line, he grew more and more frustrated. Why hadn't he let his dad teach him to fish? He'd offered plenty of times during their summer vacations by the lake, but Dan always chose to sit on the lake house porch and sketch or walk in the woods by himself.


  The more he worked, the more tangled the fishing line got. Pissed off, he tugged hard on a knot making everything worse.


  "Good morning!"


  That sexy voice could only belong to one man. Dan turned to look for Parker, forgetting he'd left his tackle box open on the seat behind him. He knocked into it sending it sliding toward the side of the boat. He reached for it, but his foot caught in the tangled line. He hit the side of the boat, and the tackle box went overboard. Dan tried to right himself, but he overbalanced and hit the water with a loud splash.


  He came up sputtering. Parker was rowing toward him in a canoe. "Are you okay?"


  "Yeah. I'm fine." Heat rushed to his cheeks despite the cold water. If Parker hadn't already decided he was an idiot yesterday, Dan had just sealed the deal. He wished he could sink below the surface and disappear, but his life jacket and a strong sense of self-preservation prevented that. He started to laugh. What else could he do?


  Parker laughed too. And just like the day before, rather than feeling mocked, Dan felt like they were sharing a moment, like they were the only people in the world.


  The feeling unnerved him. He grabbed the tackle box which floated on the water nearby, and saved what he could of the contents, tossing them back into the boat.


  "You sure you don't need any help?" Parker asked.


  "Umm….no. I'm really okay. Just embarrassed."


  Parker grinned, and once again Dan thought he must be able to get anything he wanted with that look. He could sure have anything from Dan.


  "You're not the first fisherman to fall out of his boat in front of me. They're usually drunk though."


  Heat rushed to Dan's cheeks. "Could I blame it on too much caffeine?"


  Parker shook his head. "I don't think so, but how about this: head back to camp and get some dry clothes so I won't have to nurse you through pneumonia, and tonight, I'll fry you some of the fish I caught." He lifted up a line, and Dan gazed hungrily at the large trout dangling from it.


  For a few seconds, Dan was too stunned by the offer to respond. Had Parker really invited him to dinner? Would he nurse Dan if he got sick? Dan immediately began to think of the fastest way to catch an illness.


  "Dan?"


  "Sorry. I…uh…I'd love to have dinner."


  Parker flashed his knee-weakening grin again. "Good. Otherwise, I might worry you'd starve to death or subsist on cup-a-soup and cold sandwiches."


  Dan laughed. "A fate worse than death, surely."


  "You'll think so after you taste my fried fish."


  That's not all I want to taste. "What time?"


  "I'll stop by for you around five when I do a last check of the area."


  "Great."


  "Head on home before you get any colder. Maybe you should stick to hiking today, or will you get lost?"


  Dan glared at him. "I'm not completely helpless you know."


  Parker laughed as he rowed away. "Sure you're not."


  Did he really think Dan couldn't take care of himself? Was he right? Back home he was fine, better than most single men. Out here, he wasn't doing so good. But he could learn, couldn't he?


  ****


  Dan tried to fit his big frame into the camper's shower. He'd taken a long hike, trying to work off his nerves about having dinner with Parker. He'd spent the early afternoon alternating between looking for excuses to bow out of dinner and convincing himself he could go and have fun and be fine with Parker being straight. But every time he imagined Parker with that sly grin on his face, Dan's mind spun out fantasies of all the things he'd like to do to Parker, if he were interested, if that grin meant more than it did.


  Now he had less than half an hour until Parker would stop by and Dan didn't want to greet him all sweaty and gross. But getting clean in a space better suited to bathing a small dog wasn't easy.


  By the time Dan shut the water off, he'd bruised his knee and nearly dislocated his shoulder. As he got dressed, he debated once again whether he was really going to let Parker make him dinner. The promise of real food alone was enough to make him wiling to suffer through hours of conversation with a painful hard on and no chance of relief by anything but his own hand.


  Parker was right, left to his own devices he was going to be eating lots of soup and sandwiches. At least he could grill. He'd be able to manage hot dogs and burgers at the very least. Based on the way things were going though, he'd blow up the grill somehow and Parker would have to come to the rescue, extinguish the fire, and save the forest.


  Dan looked up and nearly choked. Parker was standing right outside the camper. He could see Parker, which meant the ranger had been able to see Dan while he was getting dressed. He'd been so focused on not killing himself in the shower and deciding what to say to Parker than he'd forgotten to close all the curtains. The camper was in an out-of-the-way, shady section of the camp, so most likely no one else had seen him. At least that was some comfort. Was tonight going to be a non-stop run of embarrassment? Could he convince Parker he had any sense at all?


  He pulled on a T-shirt, grabbed his fleece jacket and stepped out of the camper. "Am I running late?"


  Parker shook his head. "Nope, I'm early." If Parker had seen him bare-assed he was polite enough not to tease him about it.


  "Great, I …um…"


  Parker studied him. His chest tightened. He could hardly breathe. He really wanted to spend the night with this man. But his brain knew he needed a friend more than a lover. He just wished his cock agreed. "You don't have to make me dinner."


  "I know, but I want to."


  Dan couldn't bring himself to refuse. "Ok, where do you live?"


  "I've got a cabin about a half mile up the trail. I just bought a house a few miles from here, but I agreed to live in the ranger cabin for the summer. I'm trying to renovate the house, so I go out there on my days off."


  "Really! That's awesome!" Dan realized he sounded a little too excited again. "Sorry, I'm an architect, and I love old houses. I specialize in restoration."


  "You do?" Now it was Parker's turn to light up with excitement.


  Dan's heart sped up. He'd put that smile on Parker's face, and he wanted to do it again. "I do. In fact, contracts to restore a few of the historic sites along the Savannah River have kept me going for the last few months."


  "You're from Georgia?"


  "Yeah, a little town named Loudin, thirty miles outside of Savannah."


  "I've heard of it actually. My ex-wife is from Umstead."


  Ex-wife. Not that there weren't gay men who married women out of duty or denial but … he needed to stop wishing Parker was gay and just accept his friendship. "I know Umstead. It's not far from Loudin at all."


  "My house was originally built in 1905, and I'm trying to restore it to its former glory. I want to do things right. I've done a lot of research, but if you were willing, I'd love for you to come have a look one day. If you'll be around awhile longer, that is."


  Dan nodded, trying not to look too eager. "I think I will be. I don't have any set plans for my summer. I'm taking a sabbatical from my firm."


  Parker looked curious, but he didn't ask any questions, so Dan kept talking. "Taking a look at your house is the least I can do, since you've rescued me from unruly pop-up campers, potential pneumonia, and eating a bologna sandwich for dinner."


  Parker gave him the grin he'd been hoping for. "That sounds about right."


  CHAPTER 3


  Dan popped open a second beer and took a swallow to soothe his dry throat and hopefully his frayed nerves. He'd been semi-hard ever since they'd arrived at Parker's cabin.


  While they talked about the house Parker was renovating, Parker moved around the small kitchen efficiently. He'd already put potatoes in the oven to bake and breaded the fish. Now he was chopping cabbage for coleslaw.


  Dan studied Parker's round ass which was perfectly outlined against the khaki shorts of his uniform. Then his gaze dropped to Parker's calves. The bulging muscles looked incredibly lickable. Dan wished he could explore every inch of the sexy ranger.


  "It sure is hot in here," Parker said, fanning himself.


  Yeah no kidding.


  Parker pulled his T-shirt off, and Dan choked on a sip of beer. Parker glanced at Dan as he threw the shirt into a laundry basket in the corner. "You ok?"


  Dan nodded as he tried to get his coughing fit under control. Parker's upper arms were covered with tattoos that accentuated the sculpted muscle. He wanted to touch them, kiss them, taste them. When Parker had turned toward him, Dan had caught a glimpse of the blond hair that covered his chest then narrowed into a darker treasure trail before disappearing into the low-riding waist of his shorts. Now Dan's cock strained to free itself from the confines of his pants.


  Dan was glad Parker was distracted by his chopping as he reached down to adjust himself. He needed something to take his mind off how hot Parker was. "Are you sure there isn't something I can do to help?"


  Parker looked over his shoulder. "I'm fine, really. You can just sit."


  But Dan couldn't sit, he was too restless.


  Before he had a chance to say anything else, Parker spoke again. "Actually, would you mind opening the door, so we can get some more air?"


  Dan walked over to the door, opened it, and let the light breeze cool his face. Unfortunately, there wasn't enough air in the world to get him breathing normally with a half naked Parker in the same room. "I really can help. I'm not normally as much of an idiot as I've been on this trip. I'm no chef, but I can chop carrots."


  Parker raised his brow. "I don't want any severed fingers. Not when we're about to have some of the best-looking trout I've seen in a while."


  Dan rolled his eyes. "No fingers will be severed. I promise."


  "Ok then." Parker pulled a second cutting board out and handed it to Dan. "These actually need to be grated. Grab the box grater from the cabinet next to you. The goal is all carrot, no bits of knuckle."


  Dan nodded and looked down, embarrassed. Parker must really think he was helpless. "Yeah, ok."


  Parker laid a hand on his shoulder, and heat seared into his skin. He told himself it was just a friendly gesture but his body reacted as strongly as if Parker had kissed him.


  "I'm just kidding you know." Parker's voice was soft, unusually tentative. "Thanks for wanting to help. I've gotten used to doing everything for myself."


  Dan looked up. A mistake. Parker's eyes were filled with an intensity that made him question his assumption that the man was straight. Parker hadn't moved his hand, and Dan reached up and covered it with his own. Parker's eyes widened slightly. Had Dan seen a flash of heat? Dan wanted to believe he had, but he also needed to protect himself.


  He'd been hurt by his family. He didn't need to get his heart broken by falling for a straight man on top of it. Chances were he was seeing what he wanted to see. He dropped his hand and turned back to the carrots. "No problem. You've seen me at my worst these last few days. I'm a little off-kilter."


  "What made you decide to come up here for the summer?"


  "Family shit. I… I just needed to get away." Anger at his family boiled up suddenly. How dare they make him feel unwanted?


  "Family driving you crazy?"


  "I don't want to talk about it," Dan snapped, his voice harsher than he meant it to be.


  Parker glanced at him then went back to chopping.


  Dan ran his hand through his hair. "I'm sorry. It's not been a good year for me." The only man he'd ever gotten together with more than once on his trips to Savannah had found a boyfriend and moved in with him. One of his partners at work had married the love of his life and was expecting a baby. Dan had decided to stop living in the shadows and denying himself a chance at happiness. That decision had ruined his connection with his family. He wanted a chance to be who he was, to be honest with everyone, but honesty hurt too damn much, maybe worse than being alone.


  "It's okay. It's none of my business. I was just…." Parker looked uneasy.


  "Being friendly?" Dan asked, ashamed of his outburst.


  "Yeah." Parker looked over and smiled.


  Dan smiled back. "Thanks."


  "I'm always curious about the people who stay in the campground," Parker said, looking down at the chopped cabbage rather than at Dan. "I make up stories about who they are and why they're up here. Sometimes it's obvious, just a family on vacation or a couple having a getaway. But there are others, like you, who are more of a mystery."


  Dan laughed at the idea of his being mysterious. "I'm just a clumsy guy who has no idea what he's doing in the wilderness."


  Parker grinned. Then his expression turned more serious. "I see more than that."


  Dan's heart pounded. "What story would you make up for me?"


  Parker's cheeks turned red. He wet his fingers at the sink and flicked water droplets into the frying pan to test the heat of the oil before he spoke. "I think you're lonely, and you need a friend."


  Dan scowled. "Did you invite me up here because you feel sorry for me?"


  "No." Parker shook his head. "I don't get much chance to talk to folks up here unless I'm scolding them for breaking National Forest regulations. When I get a rare day off, I'm working on my house, alone."


  "You're lonely too?" Dan looked at Parker. Something passed between them that tightened his chest. His imagination running wild again? What would happen if he leaned over and kissed Parker?


  "Yeah." Parker cleared his throat and looked away. "I'd better get the fish going."


  "That sounds good. I'm starving." Dan was glad not to have to continue the awkward conversation.


  "Me too." The oil sizzled as Parker dropped the fish fillets into it.


  ****


  Later when they'd both stuffed themselves on fish, baked potatoes, and slaw, Parker grabbed two more beers and gestured toward the door. "You want to sit outside?"


  Dan groaned. "I'm so full I don't know if I can get up. That was the best fish I ever tasted."


  Parker laughed. "Come on. There's a great breeze, and I can start a fire if you want."


  Dan gave a dramatic sigh.


  "I've got beer too." Parker held up the bottles and wiggled them.


  Dan laughed. "I'm coming." He should refuse the beer. He was already buzzed. If he drank much more, there was no telling what he might say or do to Parker. Maybe he'd try for that kiss after all.


  The temperature had dropped rapidly as the sun started to go down. Dan shivered as he settled on a large flat rock and watched Parker stoke a fire in his backyard fire pit. When the flames were high enough to give off some warmth, Parker stood up and rubbed his arms. "I'm going to go in and grab a shirt. I'll be right back."


  "Do you have to?" Dan froze. He hadn't meant to say that out loud. He must be more drunk than he thought. The last thing he needed was Parker guessing how much he enjoyed ogling the ranger's gorgeous chest.


  Parker tilted his head and studied Dan. "Are you afraid some wild beasts will gobble you up without me here to protect you?"


  Dan shook his head. "No. I don't know why I said that. I must be getting tipsy."


  Parker grinned. "No problem. It's not like you've got to drive home."


  He wished he didn't have to go back to his camper at all.


  Parker returned a few minutes later and sat on the rock next to Dan. Dan's arm itched to go around Parker's shoulders, but he wouldn't, couldn't make a move. He'd rather be friends with the man than risk pissing him off and having to move on before he was ready.


  The two men sat in silence for awhile, staring at the fire. But Dan couldn't keep his eyes off Parker for long. Parker's face was a contrast of perfectly formed beauty and rugged masculinity that worked together to make him heart-stoppingly beautiful. Dan was surprised there weren't women from the camp at Parker's cabin every night. Surely there would be if that's what Parker wanted.


  Tell him. Tell him what you want. A devilish voice urged Dan on.


  He shook his head. "No."


  Parker turned to him. "Hmm? Did you say something?"


  "No. Nothing. But I should probably head back. I've got to…um. I mean, you probably have to start work early tomorrow and…."


  "I do, but you're welcome to stay as long as you like."


  Dan doubted that, because he'd like to stay until dawn, maybe even longer. He might never want to leave. That thought made panic rise. Dan's heart slammed against his chest. He stood, knocking over his beer.


  "Damn." He grabbed it and turned it upright. "I really should go."


  Parker looked at him quizzically. "Ok, but I'd better walk you home."


  "No, I'm fine. I can find my way back to camp." He tripped over a root and nearly fell.


  Parker grabbed Dan's arm, and he jumped like he'd been electrocuted. Parker's hand was warm from the fire. Dan would've expected his skin to be rough between his job as a ranger and the work he was doing on his house, but it was smooth, soft, comforting.


  Dan pulled away. "I'm fine. I'm not drunk. It's just dark."


  "Drunk or not, you're going to have a hard time finding your camper."


  "I'll be fine." Dan started walking. He didn't hear any footsteps behind him. Was Parker going to give up? He cursed himself for being disappointed. He didn't want Parker following him home. Did he? No, he needed to be alone to sort out his feelings.


  "You're going the wrong way." Parker was right behind him, but Dan hadn't heard him approach.


  Dan stopped. "What do you mean?"


  "Camp is in the other direction."


  He'd screwed up again. "Fuck!"


  "Let me get my flashlight, and I'll show you the path."


  "Okay." Parker was right. He'd never find his way home in the dark.


  When they got to his camper, Dan turned toward Parker. The camp was dark, but there was just enough moonlight to illuminate Parker's face. Dan's heartbeat pulsed in his ears. His chest tightened. Breathing was impossible. He was going to suffocate on his need for Parker.


  Parker took a step toward him. Moonlight glinted off his wet lips. Had he just licked them? Dan's cock jerked against his pants. He forced himself to look at Parker's eyes. Dan couldn't read his expression. He seemed to be about to say something, but they both stood frozen.


  Dan swallowed. Did he dare?


  Then it was too late. Parker stumbled backward.


  Dan started to reach for him, but he righted himself. "I'm fine. Just…tripped on a root I guess. I'll see you around." He turned and started walking away.


  Dan nodded. "Yeah." He squeezed his eyes shut. He didn't want to let the other man leave, but surely he was imagining the chemistry between them. Parker just wanted a friend.


  "Parker?"


  The ranger turned, his flashlight beam swinging across the path.


  "Um…never mind. I'll see you tomorrow."


  "Okay."


  Dan stood outside until the glow of Parker's flashlight couldn't be seen anymore.


  CHAPTER 4


  Dan didn't see Parker the next day. Another ranger passed through the camp while he was eating his bowl of cereal on a stump outside his camper. He almost asked the man why Parker wasn't on patrol, but he was too embarrassed. Parker was probably busy saving daredevil campers from bears or giving a boat safety lesson to some fishermen who liked whiskey in their early morning coffee.


  Dan assumed he'd see Parker later in the day. He both wanted to and didn't. What would it be like to face him in the daylight? Had Parker realized that Dan wanted to kiss him?


  To keep from getting restless, Dan took a hike, tried his hand at fishing again, and went wading in the creek that ran by the camp to cool off. Parker still didn't turn up.


  Dan walked down to the marina and did some people watching until he was hungry for dinner. Then he came back, grilled some hot dogs, and sat in a camp chair, sipping beer and doodling in his sketchbook until it grew too dark to see. Still no Parker.


  Clouds had been gathering all afternoon, and he'd noticed the wind picking up. Just as he was getting ready to clean the grill and neaten up the campsite, rain began to fall. By the time he got inside, he was soaked through. Lightning flashed and thunder echoed across the mountains.


  He stripped off his wet clothes, dried himself, and slipped between the covers naked. He turned on a light over the bed so he could read, but the storm distracted him. It grew closer until there was almost no delay between the lightning flashes and the boom of the thunder.


  The camper rocked with the wind, and he wondered if he'd be safer out there in the elements. He looked out from the camper at the trees as they swayed, seeming almost to bend double. Rain slapped against him, and he had to pull the shade down and secure it to keep his bed dry. The night was almost as wild as the turmoil inside him when he thought of Parker.


  He reached under the covers and took his cock in his hand. He'd yet to allow himself to jack off thinking of Parker, but he couldn't stop himself now. Fantasies ran wild in his head.


  They were in Parker's cabin. Parker took off his shirt just like he had the night before. But this time, Dan walked up behind him, grabbed him by the hips and spun him around. He cupped Parker's face and kissed him savagely. Parker's mouth opened under his. He palmed Parker's ass and crushed their bodies together. "Want you," he whispered, as he kissed and licked Parker's neck.


  "Oh, yeah," Parker groaned as Dan worked the fastenings of his pants. Dan sank to his knees and took Parker's cock in his mouth.


  Dan moved his hand faster on his cock. The rain pounded the roof of the camper. The storm echoed all around him as primitive need raced through him.


  He imagined the taste of Parker's cock, the way it would fill his mouth, the musky scent of his sweat. He sank his teeth into his lip, trying not to cry out. His fantasy shifted.


  Parker turned around and braced himself on the counter. Dan brushed the tip of his cock, across Parker's hole. "You want this? Want me inside you?"


  "Yes! Oh God, yes!"


  Dan surged forward. Parker's tight ass clasped his cock. He wasn't going to last long. He held Parker's hips and worked him hard and fast. Parker panted, begging for more.


  Dan tugged on his balls as he squeezed his cock. Fire as hot as the lightning outside raced down his spine, and he came. The scent and feel of Parker seemed to surround him.


  When he'd thoroughly milked his cock, he sank back into the pillow, laid an arm over his eyes, and tried to catch his breath. Why hadn't he had the courage to tell Parker what he wanted the night before? Parker might get angry; possibly, he'd punch Dan. Then Dan would move on. Was that really worse than not knowing?


  Had keeping quiet about who he was been worse than the pain of losing his family? Fuck! He wasn't sure. Why was everything so damn difficult?


  ****


  The next morning, Dan knew if he stayed close to camp, he'd spend the day watching for Parker. That was not what he needed. He packed his sketch book, pencils, watercolors, some sandwiches, and plenty of water and headed for the Joyce Kilmer Memorial Forest.


  He spent the morning and early afternoon hiking and sketching the enormous, old-growth trees. He enjoyed the stillness, the feeling of being somewhere solid and ancient. He even succeeded in not thinking about Parker for a while.


  When he got back down to the parking lot, he put his sketch book and watercolors in his truck and sat down by the creek. The water was high from the rain the night before, and he listened to it rushing over the rocks lining the creek bed. He tried not to think too hard, hoping the solution to the dilemma of Parker would descend upon him from the picture-perfect Carolina sky.


  Several minutes later, his stomach growled. His sandwiches were long gone. Burgers. He was craving burgers, one of the few things he could cook.


  Suddenly he had an idea. If he saw Parker, he'd invite him to dinner. He could pay him back for his hospitality, and after dinner…. he'd just have to see. He might not find the words to tell Parker what he was feeling, but he wasn't going to give up yet. If he moved on now, he'd never know if the chemistry he felt with Parker was real.


  ****


  Dan stopped at a grocery store on his way home and picked up the supplies he needed for the burgers. He also grabbed a few bags of chips and one of his favorite local beers.


  Back at the camp, there was no sign of Parker. He told himself not to be disappointed. Last night's storm had brought down a lot of limbs. He'd seen a sign saying one of the roads was closed. Parker would likely have to help get the trails cleared.


  Dan went for a swim in the lake. He came back and showered without incident. He was starting to get the hang of maneuvering in the small space. When he was dressed, he pulled the grill from its storage place in the camper and set it up.


  "Hey!" Someone called out.


  He turned to see Parker walking toward him. He was drenched with sweat, and he had numerous scratches on his arms and hands. He looked sexy as hell. "Rough day?"


  Parker nodded. "I've been clearing trails since five thirty this morning."


  "You must be exhausted."


  He nodded. "Yeah, I…" He looked like he wanted to say something he wasn't sure Dan would like.


  "What?"


  "I'm sorry I didn't stop by yesterday."


  Dan tried to act nonchalant, like Parker's absence hadn't bothered him. "That's ok. You don't have to check up on me."


  Parker laughed. "Well, you didn't burn down the camp or scare away all the fish, so I guess not. But I like checking on you."


  "You do?" Shit, why did I say that?


  "I do. Yesterday was my day off. But I forgot when I said good night to you. I was…."


  "Kinda drunk?"


  He shook his head. "Distracted."


  Distracted because he had wanted to kiss Dan as much as Dan wanted to kiss him? Dan could only hope. "Yeah?"


  Parker's face grew even redder.


  "How about I make you dinner?" Dan asked.


  Parker raised a brow.


  "Burgers. I can grill burgers."


  Parker grinned. "I'm sure you can."


  "So you wanna stay for dinner, or have you got more work to do?"


  "I'm not picking up another limb today, even if one falls down right in front of me."


  "Good." Dan gestured toward one of the camp chairs set up by the fire pit. "Have a seat, and I'll grab you a beer."


  Parker hesitated. "I stink. Let me go shower first, and I'll be back."


  "Ok," Dan responded. Was he being too pushy? "If you have other plans, that's okay."


  Parker shook his head. "No. I'd love to have dinner with you, but I'm a mess." He looked down at himself.


  "You look fine to me." The words slipped out before Dan could stop them. "I mean. I don't care if you—"


  Parker smirked. "I know what you mean."


  Dan had a terrifying feeling he did.


  CHAPTER 5


  Dan was ready to put the burgers on the grill when Parker returned. Along with his usual khaki shorts, he wore a black tank that showed off his tattoos and clung obscenely to his chest. Dan had to force himself to turn back to the grill before he embarrassed himself.


  "I'll have the burgers ready soon. There's beer in the cooler, and I've got a few kinds of chips. The wasabi mustard ones are my favorite."


  Parker grabbed a handful of chips from the open bag and tried them. "Mmm. These are great."


  Dan smiled as he put the burgers on the grill. "I'm kinda addicted to them."


  "I can see why." Parker reached into the cooler and selected a beer. "How'd you know Gaelic Ale was my favorite?"


  Dan laughed. "I wish I could reveal hidden psychic powers, but it's my favorite too."


  When the burgers were ready, they each put one together, grabbed more beer and chips, and settled into their chairs to watch the sun set over the lake. Parker bit into his burger, and his eyes lit up. "This is really good."


  Dan's cheeks heated. "Thanks. I told you I knew how to make burgers."


  Parker took another bite and nodded. When he'd swallowed and had a sip of beer he said, "I have to admit I was skeptical, but this is exactly what I needed after a day of clearing trails."


  Dan was glad he'd made plenty of burgers. At the rate Parker was going, he'd be ready for another one in seconds. "I worked up an appetite, too," Dan said. "But I had it easy compared to you."


  "What did you do today?"


  "I walked the loop at the Joyce Kilmer forest."


  Parker smiled. "I love it up there. I haven't been in ages though."


  "It was amazing. So peaceful. I stayed up there for hours. Then I went for a swim when I got back."


  "Alone?" Parker looked horrified.


  "There were plenty of other people around."


  "You still shouldn't go by yourself. You should've waited until we could go together."


  Dan swallowed the wrong way and coughed. An image of Parker in a nearly non-existent bathing suit formed in his mind. He imagined the two of them horsing around in the water, their bodies bumping into each other. There'd be no way to hide the persistent boner he had anytime Parker was close by.


  He shrugged. "I was fine."


  "Just don't do it again, okay?"


  "Okay," Dan responded, startled by the vehemence of Parker's concern.


  They both concentrated on eating for awhile. By the time they finished, darkness was closing in. The fireflies were out and so were the mosquitoes, but few other people were. Dan and Parker had the night to themselves.


  A breeze rustled the leaves and raised gooseflesh on Dan's arms. "You want to make a fire?"


  "Sure," Parker answered.


  Dan stood up and headed toward the camper. "I'll be right back."


  He grabbed the fixings for smores and some bug repellent. Parker was working on the fire when Dan came back outside. He sat the graham crackers, chocolate, and marshmallows down and looked around for a few good sticks.


  "Smores?" Parker asked.


  Dan grinned. "What's camping without smores?" He held up a can. "I've got bug spray too if you need some."


  "No thanks. I take my smores plain."


  Dan laughed. "Yeah, the chemicals might overpower the chocolate."


  Once the fire was going, Dan and Parker squatted in front of it and toasted their marshmallows. Dan liked his as black as he could get them. He always pushed his luck, holding them over the fire until he was just as likely to lose them into the ashes as get a perfectly-melted blackened treat to top his square of chocolate.


  "You're going to lose that one," Parker said, clearly amused.


  "Nah, it's fine."


  Dan pulled his stick out of the fire a few seconds later, and the marshmallow started to slide off the stick. Parker caught it and brought it to Dan's lips. Dan opened his mouth and took it from Parker's fingers.


  Parker's eyes widened as Dan sucked the sticky goo from his fingers. Dan suddenly realized what he was doing and pulled back, horrified. "Fuck! I…"


  Both men stared at each other.


  Dan's heart pounded. He had to say something. "The other night you asked me why I bought a camper on a whim and came up here."


  Parker nodded. "Yeah. You don't have to tell me though."


  Did he not want to know? Dan couldn't stop now. He had to get this out in the open. Why would Parker have offered him the marshmallow the way he had if he wasn't interested?


  Dan took a long, slow breath. "I told my family I was gay. They didn't take it well. They told me that if I just got married, I'd get over my attraction to men."


  "I'm sorry." Parker looked terrified. Had Dan misread everything? Was Parker just an unusually comfortable straight guy?


  Dan frowned. "I probably shouldn't have told you. If it makes you uncomfortable, I'll head out in the morning. I wasn't planning to stay here much longer anyway."


  Parker reached for him. He cupped Dan's face and held him still while he brought their lips together.


  Dan sat frozen for a few seconds, simply taking what Parker gave. Then his pent up need exploded. He pulled Parker against him. There was no pretense of gentleness now. They licked and bit each other. Dan sucked on Parker's full lower lip, making him groan. When they finally pulled apart, they were both panting.


  Parker shook his head as if to clear it. "Wow! I really wanted to do that the other night."


  Dan still couldn't believe what had happened. "You're not straight?" he asked stupidly.


  Parker lifted a brow. "Did that feel like a kiss from a straight man?"


  "Uh. No."


  "Good. I was married to a woman. I thought I loved her. Maybe I did. I've only been with men since my divorce, but I still look at women. I still get hard when I see a nice pair of boobs. I guess you'd say I'm bi. I don't know. I don't care about labels. I just know I want you."


  Dan swallowed. "I want you, too. Have since I first saw you."


  Parker grinned "Me too, especially after seeing you naked and wet from your shower yesterday."


  Heat filled Dan's face. "So you could see into the camper?"


  Parker nodded. "Yeah. Watching you made me so hard I thought I would die if I couldn't touch you."


  Heat ran through Dan and zoomed straight to his cock. "Then what are we waiting for?"


  "I don't know. Let's see how fast we can clean the camp up."


  They doused the fire, stowed the grill, and brought in all the food. As soon as they got inside the camper, they were on each other. They didn't even bother putting the shades down. There was no one nearby, and it was full dark. In that moment, Dan didn't give a damn who was watching, He just wanted to kiss Parker, to taste him, to be inside him.


  He slid his hands under Parker's shirt and pushed it up. Parker raised his arms, and they reluctantly ended their kiss so Dan could pull Parker's shirt off. Dan removed his own shirt as well. He pulled Parker to him, loving the feel of skin on skin, Parker's body felt every bit as good as he'd expected, firm, warm, his smooth back a contrast to his hairy chest. Dan rubbed his chest against Parker's, letting his dark hair mingle with Parker's golden fur. The rough texture on his nipples made him moan.


  Parker reached between them and rubbed Dan's pants-covered cock with the heel of his hand. Dan dug his hands into Parker's back as the intensity of the sensation caught him off guard.


  "So good," Dan whispered against Parker's lips.


  Parker whimpered in response.


  Dan needed more. He kissed and licked Parker's neck then nipped at his gorgeous pecs before drawing one of his nipples into his mouth. Parker groaned and squeezed Dan's cock harder.


  Dan pulled Parker's hand away and brought it to his mouth. He sucked on Parker's fingers as he had outside. They still tasted of marshmallow. He sank his teeth into the fleshy part of Parker's palm, making him gasp.


  Dan chuckled and lowered himself to his knees. He'd waited as long as he could to get up close and personal with Parker's cock. He unzipped the ranger's shorts and brought it out. The fleshy head was flushed red. Pre-cum beaded up as Dan wrapped his fist around the thick shaft and pumped.


  "Please," Parker murmured, the word almost inaudible.


  Dan lapped at the slit before opening up and swallowing him down. Parker bucked his hips, forcing himself deeper. Dan opened wider, wanting to take all of him. He wanted to bury his face in Parker's bush and breathe him in.


  Parker cried out as Dan took him to the root. "Yes!"


  Dan sucked, hollowing his cheeks and teasing the underside of Parker's cock with his tongue. Parker's panting breaths and moans of pleasure encouraged him. He tugged on Parker's balls with one hand and worked the other hand between Parker's legs so he could tease his tight opening.


  Parker fisted his hands in Dan's hair. "More! Please!"


  Dan slid a finger into his mouth alongside Parker's cock, getting it good and wet. Then he pushed it inside Parker and got the reaction he was hoping for. Parker cried out and thrust deep into his mouth.


  Dan added another finger and worked them deep, brushing Parker's sweet spot. Parker started fucking Dan's mouth in earnest, but a few seconds later, he tightened his grip on Dan's hair and pulled back. "Enough." His breathing was ragged, and he was trembling.


  Dan looked up, a smile on his face. "Had all you can take?"


  Parker nodded. "Not ready to come yet. Want you inside me first."


  Dan stood up and realized he was shaky too. It had been too long since he'd been with a man, but even so, he shouldn't be so deeply affected. It was Parker. Parker was making him feel something more than just lust. Most of the men he'd been with were just fun fucks. Rarely had he been with a man he was friends with, someone with whom he shared more with than a mutual need for physical pleasure.


  He pushed his shorts and boxer briefs down and stepped out of them. "Get your pants off and get in bed. I can't wait much longer," he said to Parker.


  He took his cock in hand and stroked himself as he watched Parker step out of his shorts. The man was fucking gorgeous. His thighs were covered with the same golden hair that spread across his chest. Dan had the urge to kneel down again and lick them, to feel the hair against his tongue. Later. Right now, he needed to get Parker on the bed and fuck him until they both lost their minds.


  He grabbed Parker's arm and tugged him toward the bed. They nearly got stuck as they both tried to push through the mini kitchen at the same time, but finally they managed to squeeze into the bed together with Parker underneath Dan.


  Dan lowered himself until their full lengths touched. Then he devoured Parker's mouth. They stroked each other with their tongues and flexed their hips, forcing their cocks against each other. Dan wanted to push inside Parker, but he also wanted to explore his mouth and just feel Parker's body against his own. "So good," he whispered, his lips hovering over Parker's.


  Parker nodded. "Even better…than I….expected."


  "Yes," Dan whispered as he took Parker's mouth again. He slid one of his hands along Parker's side then squeezed one of his nipples. Parker arched against him and groaned.


  Dan's aching cock was harder than steel. He was going to come if they kept up this delicious rubbing. He forced himself to release Parker's mouth and push up on his hands. He reached over the side of the much-too-small bed and pulled out the duffle bag he'd stowed underneath. He tossed random things onto the floor until he found a box of condoms and a tube of lube. He sat back on his knees and got himself ready.


  Parker bent his knees and opened his legs. "Can't wait much longer." His voice was raw.


  Dan tossed the supplies to the floor and came over him on all fours. "You want me to fuck your ass?"


  Parker gave the grin that made Dan weak with need. "Yes!"


  "You know you could get anything you want when you look at me like that."


  Parker looked away, playing shy. "Really?"


  Dan narrowed his eyes. "Don't play coy with me."


  Parker grinned again. "I'm innocent, honest."


  "Let's see how innocent you are."


  Dan pushed a slick finger inside Parker, and Parker bit his lip. Dan pumped his hand a few times. "You feel ready to me. I think you like having a dick up your ass, Mr. Innocent."


  Parker laughed. "You caught me."


  Parker was gorgeous and funny and damn near perfect as far as Dan was concerned. He slid his fingers from Parker's ass and positioned his cock so he could tease Parker's hole. "Tell me what you want."


  Parker's eyes darkened and he sucked in his breath. "You."


  The intensity of the word overwhelmed Dan for a second. Then he surged forward, pushing into Parker, stretching him open.


  Parker gasped.


  Dan forced himself to slow down. "Too fast?"


  "No! Give me all of it!"


  Dan thrust deep, grunting. Parker's hot ass clasped his dick, threatening to make him shoot in seconds. "Wow!"


  "Yeah. Wow!" Parker responded.


  When he thought he had himself under control, Dan pulled out slowly then drove back in, making Parker groan.


  "Faster!" Parker demanded.


  Dan had no choice but to obey. He suddenly needed to come with Parker's ass clenching him worse than he'd ever needed anything. He thrust into Parker over and over again. Sweat dripped from both men as they groaned and panted and begged for release.


  "Can't stop it!" Dan shouted.


  "Don't." The squeezing of Parker's internal muscles told him Parker was about to come too.


  He drove in deep one final time and cried out Parker's name. Something seemed to explode inside him as he shot his load.


  Parker stroked his cock a few final times then made a harsh guttural sound as cum shot across his chest.


  Dan collapsed on top of him a few seconds later, and they held each other as they caught their breath.


  Several minutes later Dan got to his feet, disposed of the condom, and brought Parker a towel so he could wipe himself off. He eyed the small bed, wondering how they'd managed not to end up on the floor. Would Parker want to stay when they'd be squashed together? "It's kind of a tight fit…"


  Worry filled Parker's eyes. "Do you want me to go?"


  "No!" Dan shook his head. "I was hoping you'd stay. It might be awhile before I can give a repeat performance, but if you don't mind close quarters, I'd love to have you in my bed."


  Parker smiled. "I don't mind close at all. In fact, I miss you already. It's cold in here without you."


  Dan slid back into bed and pulled the covers over them. They talked a little about Dan's family and his decision to tell them he was gay, but mostly they just held each other. Their words grew further and further apart, and before long, they both drifted to sleep.


  ****


  Dan woke to the sensation of solid warmth next to him. Light was filtering into the camper through the trees and birds were chirping. Dan realized the warmth was coming from a man, a warm, delicious man curled up in his arms. Parker. He'd really slept with Parker. It hadn't been a dream.


  Parker turned in his arms and looked at him. "Good morning."


  "Good morning," Dan said, feeling uncertain.


  Parker glanced at the clock next to Dan's bed. "I've got to get going."


  "Oh." Dan couldn't keep the disappointment out of his voice. He'd hoped they would have time for a quickie before Parker had to go.


  "My place tonight?" Parker asked. "It's my turn to cook."


  "You want to see me again? Tonight?"


  "Yeah and maybe the night after that too." Parker grinned.


  Dan's heart thudded against his chest. He couldn't imagine not wanting to see Parker. "Great I'll be there."


  "I've got the day off on Friday. Maybe you could come out and see my house and give me a few pointers."


  "I'd love that." Dan couldn't believe how lucky he was to have found an awesome man he cared about as a friend, and now a lover. Maybe this sabbatical was just what he needed after all.


  "Good." Parker turned his head so he could kiss Dan. The kiss was brief and gentle, but it made Dan's cock stir. He rubbed it against Parker's ass. "Are you sure you have to go?"


  Parker nodded. "Yeah. I wish I didn't though."


  "We'll make up for it tonight."


  Parker grinned. "Oh yeah."


  THE END
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  Location: Planet XZ345, Pyramids of old Perth


  A distinct sound makes Darien look up from his archeological work. What in the name of the Seven Planets is that?


  Before the warrior reaches him, Darien thinks that perhaps he should not have dismissed all the talk of a curse and a sacred guardian on the old documents, after all … and then the alien warrior opens his mask …


  ~ Fehu
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  HOW I LOST IT ON PLANET X


  by Gabbo De La Parra


  CHAPTER 1


  "You know there's a curse, right?"


  He rolled his eyes. "As much as archeology sometimes delves into fantasy realms, a curse is the last thing on my worries list."


  "What could be a bigger worry than a curse on a remote planet, Darien?"


  "The program is for ten years." He hated it when he sounded so whiny.


  "Fresh from Academy, top of your class, this is the Dream Mission for a newbie." Ben mimicked his eye-roll. "As long as you don't take the effing curse into consideration."


  "Byotch, are you trying to scare me?" Darien stuck his tongue out. "I've taken down bigger men than you."


  "Pfft, I'm not even going with you." Ben sipped his herbal tea, the sharp concoction offending Darien's nose. "But I'm gonna be the one they send if you get lost or zombie'd or gone for good." An arched eyebrow adorned his square features.


  Today was an eye-rolling day. Ben had the frame of a spaceship and the strength of twenty Velusian bulls. He'd fought all kinds of beasts on countless planets and had been in three intergalactic wars, but now he was worried about a myth?


  For the sake of the Seven Planets, we are scientists, warriors, effing descendants of Terra.


  "Ten years is not that long, anyway." Ben's dismissive tone grated on Darien's nerves more than the green sting assaulting him.


  "That's easy for you to say, whore. You'll be getting all the cock and ass your slutty heart desires around the effing galaxy."


  "And what is it to you, my sassy virgin?"


  Ouch. Darien had been busy studying hard, all right? Boys were the last thing in his head. He always thought he'd have his share of manly delights after finishing the Space Academy. Now, it seemed his calculations had been just a behemoth truncation error. Ben always said Darien must be the last red-haired virgin of the galaxy, a disgrace to his fiery genes. However, he wasn't going to sit there and let Ben flaunt the notches on his bedposts in his face. It was MY CHOICE.


  "I'm gonna be stuck with two old prunes and a bunch of androids." Not a chance in Nova to give his virginity to those two; besides, they were lovers. Major snooze. Commitment. Ugh.


  "A man thirty years your senior is not a prune." Effing Ben liked them with white hair. What a silver fox chaser.


  "Both old wizards will be like a hundred by the time we finish the excavation." There went the whine again. If Darien didn't get his shit together, hara-kiri would be mild compared to what he was gonna be forced to resort to.


  "Darien, this is a lifetime opportunity, a chance in a billion. After this ten-year mission, you are secure until your last breath." Another sip of obnoxious aromatic tea. "If you opt out now, it will not only be career suicide but a major family disgrace."


  Irked, Darien slammed the table with both hands, making everything on it rattle hysterically. "Then what was all that effing babbling about a curse?"


  Ben folded his napkin as if Darien's crimson face were a delightful sunset. "I just love to mess with your head, little brother."


  Grr. The byotch.


  ****


  "Computer, access the records of Planet XZ345, archeological research." It was time to review the so-called curse.


  The planet was technically a desert that didn't have any known fauna, and there were no records of sentient inhabitants. The Pyramids of old Perth had been discovered during a reconnaissance expedition to a nearby system and ignited an ancestral flame since these abandoned monuments were similar to ones registered in old records from Terra Prima.


  Six expeditions had been sent to XZ345; all had lasted on the planet less than a few standard months. No mechanical dysfunction had curtailed the research expeditions, but there were severe symptoms of stress and melancholy in the human members of both military and archeological crews.


  Ancient scrolls discovered during Expedition One, and finally translated by the return of Expedition Four, spoke of the evacuation of the planet. Wars had decimated the population and plagues threatened what was left of their civilization. A great search was issued to find a family that would remain on the planet to safeguard the sacred temples of Meha until the return of the fleeing expatriates. One male of the family would serve as supreme wielder of the protective curse. If such a family had been found, it was not registered on the recovered scrolls.


  That has to be the most effing purple byotch raffle in the Universe.


  Baptized after Regulus H. Perth, the General in command of the Reconnaissance Fleet, the pyramids consisted of impressive and extended temples on the southern hemisphere of the planet. The dry climate had conserved the ruins in excellent condition, from an archeological point of view.


  Plans to repopulate the planet with a human colony had never crystalized due to the inability to maintain an archeological site at minimum.


  Darien turned the screen off. Why send another expedition if six others had already failed? A bigger reason must exist to divert resources to such a cause. At any rate, the Federation's persistence in exploring "Planet Xad" (as it was known in archeological circles due to the melancholic and depressive outbursts of the crews) was unfathomable.


  The seventh expedition consisted of three humans and a hundred androids, divided into field researchers and military contingency.


  A nasty feeling churned Darien's guts. Perhaps, he'd just gotten the winning ticket in another byotch imploding raffle.


  ****


  Honeyed Agate


  Orange Flames


  Outlander Minister


  Heart of Gold


  "Seriously? That's what the Oracle said?" Kekoa banged the control panel, making Commander Ur and the screen jump. "Sounds more like a fucking joke than a riddle. That could be anyone. Is it a male at least?"


  "Yes, that much was affirmative." The old man obviously forgave his temper because he understood Kekoa's ordeal: stuck on an empty planet guarding sacred temples for another thousand years.


  "And did the Oracle say how I'm gonna meet this Outlander Minister?" Kekoa growled, frustration winning the race against anger.


  "He will come to you, Kekoa. Have patience." Commander Ur implored, more father than high-ranked officer.


  "Nobody comes to this planet unless you send them. The only other option would be a crash-landing. Who knows what that might bring?" Kekoa caressed his growing erection, hidden from the commander's eyes. "I can't wait for my mate to appear, Ur. I need to fuck now."


  "Entertainment can be arranged; give me a couple of hours." Commander Ur smiled, complicit.


  "Make it one hour, and send two strong ones. I'm in a mood." This time Kekoa squeezed his rock-hard cock. He grunted mutedly. "Thanks, Ur."


  Commander Ur nodded solemnly. "May Meha guard you." He became a dot on the screen.


  Funny since Kekoa was the guardian of Meha's temples. He was truly in a mood today. Something boiled inside him, and he couldn't guess what it was.


  "Master, your bath is ready," the head android murmured behind him.


  Warm water awaited him in the adjoining room. He thanked the android and disrobed, walking nude toward the welcoming retreat. Perhaps after a relaxing bath he would not be as destructive as he felt right now. He counted on being in a better mood by the time his entertainment arrived.


  Less than an hour later, the expert hand of another household android had untangled all the knotted muscles in his body, and he waited, degusting aged liquor.


  Just a short satin robe covered his frame as the two men entered his alcove. Both were tall and muscled, much like him, with the same white hair distinctive of his race. More than courtesans, these two seemed to be from the military elite, which was excellent; Kekoa aimed for a rough session.


  He rose to his feet, swirling the liquor in its concave goblet with his left hand. "Gentlemen, drinks?" His steeled weapon already leaked, looking for battle with urgent need.


  They accepted with interested eyes, appraising exposed muscles between the open folds of his robe. They wore loose garments, easy to dispose, suggestively framing their hard-honed forms.


  Kekoa handed them their drinks and raised his. "A toast." He leered at them with mischievous enthusiasm. "To sated holes and dripping cocks."


  CHAPTER 2


  The head android entered his study with a soft knock on the door. "Master?"


  Kekoa turned from the painting he was creating to address it. "Yes?"


  "We have raised the levels of gas around the temples' area, but these foreigners are not suffering the effects yet."


  It had been four standard months since this excursion landed. Their excavations were reaching a critical place within the main temple complex, time for him to take matters into his own hands. Luckily, the exploration party only had three humans.


  "Get me the coordinates of the youngest of the group." By experience, younglings were more susceptible to so-called supernatural demonstrations. Impressionable would be a more accurate expression.


  Kekoa had only shown himself to the second human expedition. He couldn't believe this people insisted on digging on his planet. War destroyed his civilization; they vowed to avoid the annihilation of others unless a direct attack was issued.


  Releasing a toxin that would provoke disorientation and longing for the homeland was what they'd done countless times to get rid of this kind of pest. For some unknown reason, it wasn't working at all. He knew they used filtering masks, but it was nearly impossible to keep those devices on permanently. He would go crazy if he had to wear such a contraption all the time.


  "And prepare my armor; I'm going to the surface." He gave another brush to his masterpiece. At least he was in an excellent disposition. Tyke and Sun, his military, unofficial pets, had left the planet earlier that day.


  "Yes, master. The coordinates will be ready for you in the control room." The head android bowed and took his leave.


  These expeditions had never come heavily armed, proving they were here for scientific business only. However, his people had planted scrolls in an alternate language—not related directly to his civilization—with the sole purpose of alerting these invaders of a curse that was true … but not in the way described.


  Greed was the curse of my race.


  Close to extinction by their own insane quarrels, the remnants decided to start anew in a different location as far as possible from their birthplace. The oracles were consulted and a planet chosen, but they needed to leave behind a guardian for the sacred places. The knowledge preserved in these structures couldn't be destroyed without provoking the wrath of their deities. A two thousand year commission—more than three-quarters of their lifespan—was given to Kekoa's fifth great grandfather.


  It was his turn now to find his mate and have a child to be the guardian of the last vestige of their civilization on this planet. Another protector of secrets of unfathomable magnitude.


  He pondered his approach to the young explorer as his armor was assembled about him. The purpose of the device was not just defensive but also to scare with its inhuman morphology. Skull imagery always proclaimed disease and death, unless you were from the Ragnark system. Those wretches had their skulls visible since the moment they left their mothers' wombs.


  Not a pleasing sight at all.


  "Master, your target is located in sector ten, quadrant forty-eight."


  The expedition's routine separated the excavations into two groups. One led by two humans and their androids, and the other by the youngling and his own segment of mechanical helpers. Usually, they worked at opposite ends of the same quadrant, approximately fifty klicks away.


  Now it was time to give the little invader the fright of a lifetime.


  ****


  This effing planet is hot.


  His suit supposedly breathed, but sure as Nova, Darien was slowly roasting inside it. If someone had told him one could smell the heat, he would have thought that person was batshit crazy. Now, that slight fragrance of melting metal permeated every minute of his life.


  A hundred and nineteen days on this barren land was enough to get on anyone's nerves. Darien could easily see now why people got depressed here before. Yet, he was not depressed but angry. Frederick and Jacques were supreme assholes and made his life miserable. Technically, he was their boss, but since they were older they said, "Yes, sir," and did whatever the jamming asteroids they chose to do.


  He couldn't even complain, because then it would be associated with his young age and his general tendency to be a whiner. But Darien wasn't a sniveling puppy; people just didn't get him. He was the first to smack himself when he was being stupid and whiny.


  Darien took his damned helmet off. Planet X (for him it wasn't even Xad anymore) had excellent levels of oxygen; thus, it was ridiculous to be wearing that gadget under two scalding suns. He shook his sweaty mass of red curls. This was his only act of rebellion; regulations required his hair be no longer than a centimeter, but who was going to get there with a razor to make him comply? And to make his action more defiant, something in the gravity of the planet made his hair grow faster than usual. It already covered his ears after almost four months, becoming a turban under the helmet.


  At least snow-haired assholes one and two didn't follow his lead and had their regulation buzzed haircuts. For a reason he'd never wanted to analyze, white hair nauseated him. He didn't know if it was because he associated it with old age, decay and death.


  Frederick and Jacques screwing the brains out of each other had nothing to do with decaying flesh, though.


  Darien had caught them twice in undesignated areas going at it like pistons. He was miffed by this insubordination, but secretly, it was more out of envy. They had one another; Darien was alone.


  His increasing horniness did not help matters either. Masturbation didn't satisfy him at all. He longed for the touch of another being to conquer his itch. Enough. What he needed to do was focus on his task in this exterior area of Temple Alpha. All the technology of the universe, and archaeology still relied on trowel and brush for successful accomplishment, which wasn't a bad thing. Manual labor distracted him somehow.


  Nevertheless, that somehow wasn't happening today.


  The group of androids under his command worked methodically when suddenly, they all went face first into the dirt, all energy drained from them. The strident sound of horns deafened him; he covered his ears and shut his eyes. Darien had read somewhere of a city wall destroyed by the sound of horns; this was what it must have sounded like, enough to make anyone go crazy.


  What in the Seven Planets is that?


  The ground began shaking, and a figure emerged from the mound at his right. It was big and brown and crazy looking with spikes and what seemed like furious skulls. Darien thought perhaps he shouldn't have dismissed all the talk of a curse and a sacred guardian on the old documents after all. Whatever this was didn't seem friendly, and those deafening horns were making him want to scream.


  With heavy steps, the bulky thing descended, everything trembling in its wake. Darien stood up and drew his laser gun, ready to shoot. He didn't have the best aim, but the thing was so massive it wouldn't take that much to put a hole in it somewhere.


  Along with the chill of impending disaster, Darien felt sweat run down his spine, his entire body inside the suit completely clammy. As whiny as everyone thought he was, he was not going to roll over and let this freak send him to the next life. He wasn't leaving without at least one or two blasts left behind in the byotch carcass.


  The humongous monster halted with a raised hand, stopping the horns altogether. Darien heard the shrill of the energy concentrating as his gun prepared for discharge. His determination didn't waiver; even if the thing didn't possess any visible weapons, he'd never seen anything like it before, and therefore, he couldn't be confident.


  Nightmare-thing directed its hands toward its head and removed it, showing that it was a helmet. What came out of the helmet left Darien stunned. Purple Byotch!


  Magnificent would be insufficient to describe the beauty of the man. His eyes were pure cobalt, and his lips were pink as the first rays of the sunrise. Angular and masculine, his face ought to be in museums of every galaxy. Not even the white hair, straight and to one side, diminished the otherworldly features.


  "Put your gun down, please. I am Kekoa Wana'ao, guardian and priest of this planet." The eidolon smiled, exuding ethereal charm. "What's your name, pretty one?"


  "You speak my language?" If you needed a stupid question, that was the perfect one.


  "I learned your language when the first group of your people came to snoop around."


  "But that was two hundred years ago!" Darien could see Ben rolling his eyes. Obvious much?


  "So?"


  "You don't look much older than me." Was he in dimwit mode or what?


  "I'm aging well?" Kekoa uttered with a smirk, making his statement sound like a question, his amazing eyes sparkling, his pale skin bright with the sunlight.


  "What did you do with my androids?" Finally, a sensible question.


  "Took them out of the way." Kekoa did everything but shrug.


  "Why would you do that?"


  "Because you're coming with me, pretty one," Kekoa thunder-purred, drawing closer.


  Darien lost consciousness as if he was squashed like a bug under a heavy, heavy boot.


  CHAPTER 3


  Kekoa studied the naked human on his bed. "Honeyed agate? Check. Orange flames? Check." He couldn't call those red curls anything but flames, and what about that fiery crotch? Even resting, the young man's cock was a mouthful. He continued his mental counting. "Outlander minister? Check."


  The heart of gold was yet to be discovered, but three out of four was enough. If this human wasn't his mate, then what was he doing on Kekoa's planet?


  His race shared enough genetic traces with humans to produce a perfect offspring without too much trouble. Now the only real issue was how to unveil his destiny to this youngling. Did he even like his own sex? Well, Kekoa would do everything in his hands to make this pretty thing fall in love with him. What was the point of having a mate if said mate didn't love you?


  He drew closer to the lean, perfect body and inhaled deeply, savoring the essence before him—pure like crystalline water. "Untarnished," he rumbled, and his voiced thought woke up the sleeping mystery.


  Big hazel eyes—the honeyed agates—drilled him, first wide as saucers then narrowed with suspicion. "What in the Seven Planets are you doing? Sniffing me like a dog?"


  "I don't know what a dog is, but it doesn't sound like a nice thing to say." Kekoa chuckled, moving his body away. "You never told me your name."


  "Where am I?" He was young, but his voice was deep and rich, an invitation, a caress.


  Looming over the intruder again, Kekoa asked, "Your name?"


  The nameless boy dropped his eyes from Kekoa's face to his own body and let out a sound similar to a growl. "Shit, why am I naked?"


  "Too many questions and no answers." Kekoa leaned forward and inhaled the perfumed sweat coming from the fire-curls framing the chiseled features. He would surely nuzzle that crotch—and other parts—sooner rather than later.


  "Hey, pervert, stop it." The young man pushed him by the shoulder and sat, pulling some of the bedclothes over his lap. Not fast enough to divert Kekoa from noticing that delicious cock beginning to enlarge.


  "Your name."


  Almost rolling his eyes, and exhaling in a funny, dramatic way, the nameless boy blew curls from his forehead. "All right, Darien Muselet is the name. Now, I want answers."


  "Of course," Kekoa conceded, smiling and waggling his eyebrows.


  "Are you making fun of me?" Darien asked, arching an eyebrow and narrowing his eyes again in that sexy way that made Kekoa want to devour him.


  "I'd never do such a thing." Kekoa put a hand over his chest to demonstrate his sincerity.


  "Well, in my culture we only waggle our eyebrows that way when we're mocking someone. So don't do that again unless you mean it."


  "Point taken." Kekoa browsed the square pectorals with avid eyes. He admired the rosy nipples, so fair they were almost imperceptible on the creamy skin. This Darien was a work of art; Kekoa drooled about the front, when the back of the masterpiece proposed amusement that was even more delightful.


  "Stop it."


  "Was I doing something?" Although Kekoa knew extremely well what he was doing.


  "You're looking at me like I'm a meal. If you're gonna eat me, at least kill me first. Being eaten alive is not on my bucket list."


  "I assure you, I intend to have my mouth near your body but not in the way you think. Androphagy is not in our customs."


  The whiff of time it took Darien to understand the implications of those words rewarded Kekoa with crimson cheeks and a sulking scowl. "You're violating like a thousand intergalactic accords with your behavior, Mr. Priest."


  So he remembers.


  "I told you my name is keh KOE ah - wa NA aoh." He enunciated in case the boy hadn't gotten it the first time. "The priesthood is just an added title to my position as guardian of Meha's temples."


  "Most priests I know are celibate," Darien grunted, pulling more fabric toward his lap.


  It didn't escape Kekoa the way Darien studied him. How Darien traced with avid eyes his face and his chest, visible through the open folds of his robe. It had been a good move to leave Darien naked but keep some covering on himself. The young explorer had never been touched, but that didn't mean he wasn't burning to know another's skin. Kekoa could smell the desire spiraling from him like toxic gas from a fissure in the ground.


  "So you're a priest then?" he teased; hoping that wasn't the case because then his battle to obtain the boy's heart would become a war. Oh, but I have all kinds of weapons even against gods.


  "What makes you think I'm a priest?" Darien spat with contempt. "Or celibate, if that is what you're inferring."


  "I can smell a virgin from a thousand klicks," Kekoa growled. "Nothing has defiled your body, not even a kiss."


  ****


  The man with white hair traced Darien's lower lip with his thumb, disarming him. The edge of the wide sleeve of his robe caressed his right nipple, drawing an involuntary moan from Darien. So much for trying to act like he was unaffected by Kekoa's raw sensuality. In the back of his mind, Darien chanted, It was my choice, my choice, my choice.


  "Then what am I, a freak?" Darien couldn't be quiet. His pride demanded that he rebel against that insinuation, but he didn't want Kekoa's thumb away from his lip either.


  "I would say a fortunate anomaly, instead." His eyes bored into Darien's. "That can be swiftly remedied."


  That was what Darien needed, a quick pounding to get rid of his damned virginity and become a complete man. "Yes." Gory purple byotch! He was following his brother's steps to whoredom. Are you proud, Ben?


  "Not so fast, my pretty explorer. I want you to remember your first time always."


  And Kekoa covered Darien's mouth with his. First a brush of lips, then suction and poking; Darien opened his mouth for Kekoa to enter, and his head spun. Forget absence of gravity, this was absence of matter.


  "Your tongue."


  "What?"


  "Give me your tongue."


  As Kekoa sucked his tongue, Darien's cock grew harder than it already was; and in the moment his hand moved to take care of it, he remembered the man making him dizzy was the enemy. Not just that, he had offensive white hair and—according to him—was older than the oldest person Darien knew.


  He pushed Kekoa abruptly away. "I cannot do this."


  But by the Seven Planets, his body craved it with desperation.


  CHAPTER 4


  Kekoa understood his reticence and offered Darien food when his stomach protested. He gave Darien garments made of dark and sinful material. Although quite fitting and not outrageous, it was a liquid caress, richer than the most exquisite silk of his planet. It was an absolute pity when Kekoa appeared dressed in a similar fashion, depriving Darien of the fantastic view he had earlier. However, not everything was lost since the muscle-hugging pants and contour-adoring top gave him a constant reminder of all the concealed goodness.


  Darien didn't have a clue as to how long he'd been there, but his hungriness gave him a close idea. They ate making small talk, and Kekoa insisted in veering the conversation toward sexual topics.


  "To use the words of a wise man from your first expedition, I can fuck many, but I will only love one." Kekoa enjoyed his drink as if oblivious to his blatant statement.


  "You were there with them? There is no record of any interaction with a local." Darien acted nonchalant, but his big mouth got in the way as always. "And we don't use that word anymore."


  "What word?"


  "Fuck," he cited succinctly. "But do tell: how?"


  "I know whatever happens on this planet." Kekoa shrugged elegantly.


  "That's not the answer to my question. I want the mechanics." Darien wanted to be harsh, but Kekoa's handsome face kept sidetracking him.


  "This planet has more secrets than a Mustafarian whore." This time the white-haired man winked.


  "Can you hear my companions now?"


  "Of course."


  "Show me."


  They walked to a control room, and Kekoa punched commands on a keypad.


  Frederick's concerned voice surrounded Darien. "What are we going to do, love?"


  "Standard procedure is seventy-two hours," Jacques simply quoted. "He's most likely wandering around."


  "How? His transport remained at his site; all his androids were deactivated. I don't like this."


  "Don't worry, sweetheart. We are the only living beings on this planet. He still has twenty hours to come back before we need to contact the Council."


  "Those two are a couple?" Kekoa inquired.


  Darien refrained from eye rolling. "Yes."


  "You seem like you don't approve." Kekoa sounded uncannily amused.


  "No comment. I need to let them know I'm okay. A prisoner but okay."


  "You are not a prisoner," Kekoa thunder-purred, sending chills down Darien's spine.


  "Then why can I not return to my base?"


  "It's complicated." Kekoa paused as if weighing something up. "Your people must leave the planet at once and never set foot on it again. I'm going to make a deal with you. We are going to contact them and tell them to exit the planet, and you will stay with me here for sixty standard days as collateral. If you refuse, I'll obliterate them."


  "That's coercion. What assurance do I have you will not kill me as soon as they're gone?"


  "I could have done that by now, don't you think?"


  Kekoa had a point there. "Even if I accept, they won't."


  "They will because I'm going to threaten them with your life."


  "How can I trust someone who speaks of killing others as he talks about the weather?" Or sex as if it were the same thing.


  "Your death is not in my plans."


  Darien growled, "Oh, just contact them and shut up."


  They moved to a different room, this one looking more like the bridge of a spaceship. Kekoa hailed Darien's base. "Greetings, invaders. I am Kekoa Wana'ao, guardian and priest of the sacred places you are defiling."


  "How can it be so if this planet is deserted?"


  "It is not. I have your Darien Muselet in my custody, and I request your immediate departure of this planet or he will be exterminated."


  "We want to see him."


  Kekoa allowed Darien to show himself on the screen.


  "Captain, are you all right?"


  "Yes, I am fine. Accept this bastard's demands and leave the planet." Darien scowled at Kekoa for good measure. His crew—or Kekoa for that matter—didn't need to know he was staying willingly.


  "But, Captain, we cannot leave you behind."


  "I'm not asking you, Jacques; I'm giving you an order. Inform the Council they are not to send more expeditions to this wretched planet because next time there will be a massacre. We don't want an incident."


  "What about you? All intergalactic laws abhor the taking of hostages."


  "This priest says he will let me go in sixty standard days. For now, we have no other option than to trust him."


  "Captain, this is madness."


  "I gave you an order. See it through."


  "Aye, aye, Captain." Jacques disappeared after a sharp nod.


  "I didn't know you were the captain of the expedition." Again, that amused tone.


  "You never asked." Darien felt like blowing a raspberry in Kekoa's direction.


  "True," Kekoa murmured. The smuggest grin decorated his insanely distracting face.


  Back in the previous room, Darien observed the swift dismantling of his excavation area. His androids lay scattered like the abandoned corpses of a bloodless battle. Frederick and Jacques' team worked to retrieve them. "You're gonna pay for those androids," he hissed to disguise the anxiety possessing him with each passing second.


  ****


  Kekoa chuckled. "I just discharged them; they are not damaged." He noticed the boy was restrained but twitchy. He was more than sure it wasn't the fact that his people were packing, but that he still had his virginity intact.


  I will take care of that, but there's no reason to rush now. He's all mine.


  In reality, Kekoa didn't know how he'd summoned the control to avoid becoming all paws over that creamy, vestal body. He knew the boy was young, perhaps only a quarter of the average one hundred years humans lived. Almost exactly the equivalent of his well-enjoyed six hundred standard years.


  He always thought humans were pretty; what he couldn't have foreseen was his mating to one of them. Even if he didn't have irrefutable proof yet that the boy was his mate, something in the way Darien scanned his body became an insanely potent pull. He put a hand over the young man's shoulder, doing his best not to squeeze it. "I'll take good care of you."


  Darien looked his way with that sexy narrowed scowl of his. "If you think I'm going to stay here passively waiting for you to take care of me, you're delusional." He paused, maybe trying to find the courage to say something else.


  No, not the courage, this youngling didn't strike him as a coward. That, in turn, launched Kekoa's imagination into all sorts of oh-so-not-passive scenarios, including his face burrowed between those round, delicious cheeks.


  Darien interrupted his swift machinations. "I want answers, I want details, and above all, I need to know the reasons why you hurry people away from this planet."


  "Fair enough. By the way, you called me bastard. I know that word."


  "It was for show." For the first time since being around Kekoa, Darien smirked.


  All the former machinations rushed to Kekoa's loins, enhanced by the smug, handsome features. "It didn't sound like that. It was very convincing."


  "The fact that I want to strangle you because you made me a hostage helped a lot." Darien grimaced, scrunching his nose.


  If that didn't make Kekoa want to devour the human, he didn't know what would.


  CHAPTER 5


  They watched the human spaceship leave the planet the next day. Colvis had very few hours of night, but since they were close to the core of the planet, it didn't make a difference. Kekoa learned during the second human expedition that they'd named his home Planet XZ345. As if it was some random asteroid.


  Kekoa didn't plan on letting Darien go back to his people, but perhaps it was time to let the galaxy know Colvis wasn't an abandoned, cursed planet. Mostly.


  Sleeping arrangements had been awkward the previous night since Darien insisted on sleeping fully clothed. Kekoa only shrugged and started to undress, taking each garment off slower than necessary just to tease his charge. Darien did his best to remain unmoved but failed miserably, changing colors many times. They slept in a sixty-nine position, with Darien's booted feet at Kekoa's eye level.


  I'm going to sixty-nine him soon enough. He doesn't know how patient I can be. He will wake up one day so in love with me he won't be able to breathe.


  Darien remained impassive as the ship disappeared into the atmosphere and then into open space. He turned to face Kekoa, "Show me where the food is coming from. I don't want to be eating an eight-headed thing."


  "I'll do you one better. I'm going to give you a tour of your home for the next sixty days. What do you think?" Kekoa hoped—well, he was sure—by the end of that period Darien would never want to leave his side.


  "Fifty-nine," Darien tossed, walking past him. "One day is already gone."


  "Smart ass." Kekoa chuckled following Darien out of the control room. "Or is that something you don't say anymore either?"


  "Ass is fine." Darien twirled and pointed an accusatory finger at him. "If you dare to say my ass is fine, you're gonna be in a lot of trouble, priest."


  "The truth should never be offensive." Kekoa shrugged and with a flourish showed the way with a toothy smile.


  ****


  If he shrugs one more time like that, I'm gonna tear his clothes apart.


  Darien warred with his horniness. He was a prisoner. He wasn't supposed to be lusting after his effing jailer. A hot as Nova jailer—as much as he wanted to scream the opposite—white hair and all.


  They stopped at a balcony looming over an extensive vegetable garden where many androids, more humanoid looking than his own, worked fervently. The greenery below them sent a pang of guilt by making him remember his brother's obnoxious but now sure-as-home green tea. It also forced him to realize the cinnamon and clove fragrance following him since he became a prisoner emanated from Kekoa.


  "You're the only person here?" Darien asked, enraptured by the way the false light of the place played on Kekoa's locks.


  "I'm not alone anymore." Kekoa's cobalt eyes flashed mischievously.


  "Pfft, my visit is but a speck in what is an insanely long existence if I accept you were here when my people came for the first time." Kekoa was imperturbable so he continued, "How do you cope?"


  "You're either an enigma or don't know how to make up your mind. One minute you act with disdain and the following you're worried about my wellbeing." Kekoa removed a wandering curl from Darien's brow.


  His first instinct was to swat the hand away. "Hands off!" At the Academy, guys were always trying to touch him. He never had time for boys.


  "No hands, then." Kekoa crushed Darien with his imposing frame. Hands caged him, posted on either side of the rail, pressing their chests together and locking their lips.


  As much as the action had been forceful, the gentle mouth covering his sent him to blissful places. His knees weakened, and he forgot how to gain oxygen; his lower back bent over the rail at an awkward but strangely pleasant angle. He clutched Kekoa's strong shoulders with both hands—perhaps for safety, perhaps because it felt like the right thing to do.


  Infinite minutes later, Kekoa chuckled, breaking their kiss. "How can you be so soft and so hard at the same time?" He moved his hand to caress the burning hardness covered by Darien's pants.


  Still dizzy, Darien was surprised when his snarky reflexes fired up. "It can get harder in tighter places."


  "Is that so?" Kekoa's cobalt flames bored into him. "Tempting offer."


  The white-haired man's breath caressed Darien's mouth, and a shiver ran through his whole body, aggravating him.


  "You're just a monumental tease," Darien spat out. "I'm sure if I took off all my clothes, right here right now, you would leave me hard and hanging." He pushed Kekoa away and straightened himself, dusting nonexistent specks from his clothes, a scowl firmly in place.


  "At risk of sounding ridiculous, I must tell you I want more than your body."


  "Pfft, yeah, you do," Darien blurted, his hands like talons gripping the rail in a lame attempt to keep them off Kekoa.


  "I do what, pretty one?" Kekoa looked believably clueless.


  "Sound like a ridiculous poser. You don't need to promise love to get into my pants; I'm willing."


  "That I see." Kekoa looked him up and down, zeroing in on his bulging crotch.


  Darien's hands flew to the snaps of his pants, ready to let it all out.


  Kekoa stopped him with an iron clasp on his left wrist. "Not right here, not right now. You're just upset because your crew departed. I don't want your first to be a hate fuck. As much as I enjoy it rough, that's not the way I envision it with you."


  "So it has to be on your terms, when you choose?" Darien growled, seriously wanting to maul Kekoa.


  "You can also choose the moment, but when you arrive at the appropriate mindset." Kekoa released his grip and held one of Darien's hands quietly, trying to intertwine their fingers.


  "My mind doesn't need to be there," Darien snatched his hand away abruptly. Their fingers laced like that felt too good to let it happen. He just wanted to become a man, not to find a lover.


  "What you're lacking is food." Kekoa nodded toward the living area. "Come on. Let's eat something."


  Darien managed to growl and blow a raspberry at the same time, nicely finishing by sticking out his tongue. Once his erection subsided, his grumpy stomach took the reins of his body. He didn't have any other option than to follow Kekoa's perky ass toward the wafting aromas of their breakfast. This removed his imploding head from all the things he wanted in his mouth that were not necessarily food.


  But those will give me nourishment nonetheless.


  CHAPTER 6


  For some reason I am not able to calculate, he wants me to feel something for him before he takes me. I don't want to feel anything. I've seen what relationships do to people. My parents were not happy. That's why Ben is a whore and I am an effing virgin. Even sappy Frederick and Jacques, I'm pretty sure all that honeyed façade is a monumental ruse, a candy-coated sham. I don't believe in Love.


  But Darien couldn't deny how good it felt to discover the day in Kekoa's arms, the way those tender yet demanding kisses awakened every pore of his body. How perfectly their symmetries aligned when they spooned. Already ten days, and twenty of the one hundred starships guarding his heart had succumbed to that effing, older-than-dirt, purple byotch guardian of the planet Kekoa. At this rate, before the end of these ominous sixty days, Darien would be pliant and complacent, thinking of pink nebulas and Kardashian sunsets.


  Alone in their bedroom—Did he just think of this place as theirs? Jamming asteroids.—learning Kekoa's language thanks to a linguistic helmet, Darien got distracted by the entrance of the head android coming to pick up their used garments. If they didn't all look exactly the same, he would have thought they were actual men. Beautiful naked men.


  Whoever designed these androids paid too much attention to detail regarding round buttocks and perfect torsos, with wide shoulders and defined muscles. However, this architect crudely shattered the illusion by depriving these technological jewels of a potent cock. They seemed like little boys' action figures with their smooth, convex crotches, most likely to prevent their owners from using them as sexual toys.


  Someone who didn't need external tools for sex was Kekoa. Darien had caught a video conference with two nice-looking, white-haired guys truly disappointed because Kekoa was not going to be able to let them visit to entertain him. Kekoa had explained his entire race possessed white hair independent of age but many people colored it. Darien knew that little formative comment had been an ill-conceived trick to distract him from the fact that he'd walked into their carnal conspiracy. As corny as it might be, Darien felt a pang of jealousy for their intimacy.


  Maybe if Kekoa just used him from Nova and back, Darien wouldn't be developing this imploding attachment to his jailer. He forced himself to remember that even if his sentence had a timeframe; it was still curtailing his freedom.


  He was ready to give his body, but his heart? Uh-uh. He would not allow that silly thing to spread its legs and be mastered. He would go on the offensive instead of waiting for an attack.


  I'm going to seduce the effing guardian.


  ****


  "What are you plotting, Fire Curls?" Kekoa noticed he'd startled Darien upon entering their bedroom. That sexy scowl of his welcomed him. So cute.


  "Brooding over not having any poison to get rid of you," Darien spat, narrow-eyed and teeth bared.


  "Easy, meteor, I thought we were beyond poisoning." Kekoa chuckled inwardly. Since sniffing was his favorite pastime, he'd learned what a dog was; also that many times they were all bark and no bite. Darien was such a lovely puppy, of the curly kind. "You might miss being the little spoon."


  "I think you're inhaling more than just me. Don't look at me that way; I've caught you with your nose near me when you think I'm asleep. What is it: Caelum Powder or Vulpecula dust?"


  Kekoa laughed aloud. Life with this human would always be interesting. "The only things I inhale are Frizzy Red and D-skin."


  Darien grimaced. "Very funny." He sobered up. "I know you go to the temples on the surface; when do you plan on taking me with you?"


  "I go there for ritualistic purposes; it never crossed my mind you might be interested." An honest mistake but a mistake nonetheless. He should have offered first. "I'll go again in two days; you're welcome to join me."


  "So, when we were excavating we prevented you from doing these rituals?" Darien seemed seriously concerned, which gave him an even more adorable countenance.


  "Not at all. The season started after your people left." Kekoa sat on the bed close to Darien's legs.


  "Good," Darien offered with a nod. "Do you mind if I organize our supper today? I want to apologize for my 'poison' comment. You've been nothing but kind to me all this time. I guess I just need to be patient."


  "Of course not. I'll be delighted to discover what you're planning for us." He stood up and went to the intercom on the wall.


  The head android answered immediately. "Yes, master?"


  "Darien will select the dishes for tonight's dinner. Please follow his instructions closely. He has carte blanche to even cook if he chooses to." Kekoa did this with the precise intention of seeing if Darien would take the challenge. The android acknowledged his orders, and Kekoa finished the conversation with the biggest smile plastered on his face. "You cook, right?"


  "If you want me to act like a househusband, the least you could do is have sex with me, don't you think?" Darien blurted, little growls dotting his words.


  "We could go back to what was programmed." Kekoa shrugged, knowing how much that irked Darien. "An apology is absolutely unnecessary for your comment. I'm not offended, and I don't feel threatened." He winked to put the final splash of mischievousness into his demeanor as he walked back to the bed.


  Darien sprang from the bed, almost as if he were escaping from Kekoa's proximity, his eyes mere slits. "I'm going to the kitchen." He stormed out of the room.


  Maybe Darien hadn't realized it, but they'd just had all this entertaining exchange in Kekoa's own language. His mate was a fast learner. He is on his way.


  CHAPTER 7


  "Everything was excellent, Darien. You surpassed my expectations. I must admit it was just a game to get at you, but you beat me without effort."


  More than an apology, Darien's actions seemed like the celebration of a special occasion. He'd even dressed up and acted uncharacteristically amicable during the entire affair. The loose golden shirt contrasted beautifully with his pale skin and brought a wicked shine to his wonderful eyes. The dark pants and knee boots made him seem fit to be adored by the Royal Court. It was a shame they would never be able to attend such functions together.


  This was also the first time Darien had accepted aged liquor from him. For some reason Kekoa didn't want to analyze, the action appeared appropriate for the atmosphere surrounding them tonight.


  "My pleasure. I realized I've been an obtuse whiner. This situation could be a lot worse." Darien sipped from his goblet with a faint smile. "I promise I'll be less hostile from now on."


  Kekoa noted Darien didn't use the word friendly. "By all means, behave as you consider best."


  "Thank you." Darien blew a couple of curls from his forehead. "I don't know if it's this liquor, but it feels hot in here." His free hand undid buttons, revealing creamy pectorals.


  "You'll get used to it."


  "I want you to do something, but you have to promise you will, before I ask." The cheeky smirk was teasing.


  "Anything you want but your departure from this planet."


  "I watched something once, and it would be interesting to try it with you." Darien stood up, leaving his goblet on the table next to him. "Stay there until I tell you otherwise."


  The golden shirt became a drapery hanging from a corner of the settee like a discarded memory. Supple muscles shone with the tenuous light they'd chosen for their after dinner conversation, and Kekoa knew in that moment he was in big trouble. He started to say something, and Darien cut him off with a leveled, "You promised."


  The fastenings of his pants came undone, and his redheaded mate was already half hard. Kekoa made a silent vow to do his best not to fuck Darien. Not tonight, not yet. The worst kind of punishment is to resist temptation.


  Darien picked up his goblet, swirling its contents, never breaking eye contact. Working with steady strokes on his cock, he drank some liquor. Agate jewels flashed mischievously as he lowered the drinking vessel and sent Kekoa's mind scattering around the galaxies by dipping his unsheathed cockhead into the cerise liquid.


  "I wonder if this would have a different flavor sampled from here." A single drop ran along the shaft as Darien released the curved beast and motioned with a crooked finger toward Kekoa to verify his guess.


  Kekoa's reticence met taunting. "Oh great warrior, wielder of the curse, supreme priest, are you afraid if you taste it, you might become my slave and the roles would be reversed?"


  Tearing off his shirt, he pounced and landed on his knees in front of Darien, ravenous. Temptation was a harsh mistress, and he was very, very weak against her demands. Besides, what could be better than being slave to your own mate?


  Darien caressed Kekoa's chin, pulling it softly toward his dripping helmet. When he spoke, his voice came out gentle, soothing. "Yours."


  So many days wanting to do this, and suddenly, it was all there without his bidding. If he was imagining the whole thing, he didn't want to snap from his delusion. The liquor tasted like nectar mingled with Darien's fluids. His body trembled, recognizing the essence of his mate, the tang that would guide him for the rest of his life.


  His whole being tingled with keen need as more and more of Darien's formidable weapon mastered his mouth. The moment his throat muscles closed around the swollen head, Kekoa lost his last vestige of reserve. His spine arched, wanting to be commanded at both ends, Darien's hands raking his hair and driving him crazy.


  Bleary vision was his reward every time he reached the base with his lips and the flames of Darien's lower curls welcomed his prowess. Kekoa's cock was a fountain fed by Darien's whimpers and moans. Unable to stop himself, he scooped his precum with avid fingers and reached for his hole, mitigating somehow the turmoil in his rear. Molten heat ran rampant within his core.


  One digit wasn't enough, and as Kekoa added another, Darien's voice came out strangled, lost. "What are you doing?"


  Full of cock as he was, Kekoa tried to answer with his eyes and a slight shrug of his shoulders, but the questioning and desire he found in the agate jewels compelled him to voice his urgency. "I need both holes met."


  Tilting his body, Darien tried to see the fingering pistons, but as Kekoa was a lot taller than he was, there was only one solution. "Lie on your back."


  Kekoa didn't want to lose the width assaulting his mouth, but a word from his mate rang like a command, so he reluctantly let go with a slow, torturous slide. Unable to break eye contact, he shifted his body, shoulders planted on the floor and legs held to his chest to give Darien a better view.


  Darien nodded, silently ordering him to resume his task to mitigate the explosive craving of his entrance. Kekoa gathered more precum. Thank Meha for the powerful lubricant their fluids were. Three became four, and the raging hunger he discovered in Darien's eyes could only be conquered one way. "Fuck me."


  More lubricant found its way to his hole with dabbing motions, and Kekoa spread his legs further, hunching upward, offering completion. Their eyes imperturbably locked. "Please."


  Languid strokes accompanied Darien's unsteady breathing. The red-headed man who was about to stop being a virgin didn't look hesitant but humbled, as if Kekoa was giving him something bigger than anything he'd received before. All his cockiness and mischief melted into sudden devotion. He uttered calmly, "Yours."


  With perfect aim, Darien breached his tormented gate, dissolving Kekoa's cells in blinding bliss. As Darien's pace increased, Kekoa's legs draped about his hips, arching his body into the perfect angle for their mouths to dance. A scorching tongue parried with his in a lethal choreography designed to make him lose the remnants of his consciousness. Kekoa murmured into Darien's mouth, the sweetest agony reigning over him. "Mine."


  Kekoa swam in Darien's hazel lakes—minutes, hours, days of seductive invasion—robbing him of his senses. He hissed, "I won't break. Harder."


  Wet red curls swayed as Darien began the ramming his body needed now that the tenderness of the discovery had turned into full, destructive battering. Kekoa wanted to end up dismembered, devastated, scattered.


  CHAPTER 8


  I always thought I'd be the one covered by another man. By the Seven Planets, I'm losing it on Planet X!


  The clouds adorning Kekoa's head shimmered in the subdued light enveloping them, and contrasted with the burgundy and golden hues of the rug where the guardian lay, enraptured. On his back but in no way motionless, Kekoa embraced the pounding with resolute intensity and ardor, shattering all of Darien's inane concepts of age and beauty.


  "You feel incredible around my cock," Darien announced, breathing haphazardly.


  Kekoa met his assault with renewed intensity. "As you do inside me."


  The particle in the back of his mind screaming that this was his enemy and what he was doing was absolutely wrong drowned in the flood of sweltering passion laced with infinite gratitude. His squashed pride wanted to remain stoic, telling him he'd seduced his foe, but deep in the sacred vault of his heart, a little flame shone brighter by the second. He'd been the one conquered, and he went head-on to accept his defeat.


  Eighty starships had plummeted, like a meteor rain, leaving his heart unguarded for the taking. With each thrust, the closer he came to his orgasm, the more he realized Kekoa hadn't kept him as a mere hostage. Another thing existed, but in this instant, as his body prepared to surrender in annihilating ecstasy, as he peered into the mesmerizing abyss, he did not care.


  Cobalt suns scorched him as his body became a trillion fleeing atoms; the substance of things surrounding them changed into translucent energy, feathery whispers, irrevocable freedom.


  The condensation of his matter and the clench of the muscles milking the last drops of his climax brought a new wave of delight, and Darien found his voice. "What in the Seven Planets was that?"


  Kekoa smiled, sated, radiant and drenched in his own aftermath. Like a single word, he hissed, "A certainty."


  He nodded without a complete grasp of the intention or meaning of that response and rested his head on Kekoa's chest, unaffected by the mess and ready to drift.


  Armed with his newly found freedom, Darien became the big spoon on their immense bed, commanding the white-haired warrior's body more than once that night.


  ****


  Since he'd been unconscious during his first teleportation, Darien stood dizzily in the atrium of the temple, trying to gather his bearings. He didn't recognize this area but was intimately sure none of the previous expeditions had come this deep within the complexes. While everything on the outside of the monuments looked well preserved but ancient, wherever he was right now seemed polished and maintained as if in constant use.


  They brought with them flowers, fruits and a medium-size cage with a lizard-like, otherworldly creature covered in blue-jewelled scales, reminding him of the feathers of a peacock.


  Breathtaking in a pristine silver ensemble, with a top similar to chainmail and his muscular legs covered by a material that seemed at once metallic and flexible, Kekoa disturbingly looked the part of the warrior priest he was. His equally platinum boots resounded on the vast expanse with deadly echoes.


  "Have you ever killed anything?" Kekoa gave him a sideways glance as they walked toward the imposing statue of Meha. The feminine representation was at least ten times Kekoa's height, which was already large.


  Darien felt for some unexplained reason empowered by his similar outfit, the only difference his was pure white. "As in another person?"


  Kekoa murmured, his eyes still forward, "Not necessarily. Any living creature."


  "Yes. We used to hunt on one of the forest moons of Varax." Well, he didn't know if Kekoa knew where Varax was, but that was the answer.


  "Good, then you won't be grossed out by what I'm about to do." This time Kekoa faced him with a wicked grin. "Some people don't mind killing other people but get squeamish when it's other creatures."


  "I know; it doesn't make sense. I think the logical reaction should be to have reservations about killing your own kind."


  "In some individuals it becomes an acquired taste," Kekoa uttered cryptically.


  Before Darien could ask the meaning of those words, Kekoa stopped them close to the enormous pedestal and, with a finger over his lips, silenced him. Speaking in an incomprehensible language, Kekoa moved his hands as a prestidigitator would, summoning chunks of the walls at either side of them.


  The blocks flew toward the space between them and the base of the giant statue, neatly forming an altar. From the monolithic foundation under Meha, something similar to a bowl emanated, landing on the center of the recently formed altar. As if it had always been part of it.


  "What you're about to do is a great honor. One I share with you immersed in infinite gratefulness." Kekoa bent a little and kissed the top of Darien's head. "I'm glad you are here."


  Hands busy with flowers and fruits, Darien had to repress the now natural motion of pulling Kekoa into his arms. Resigned, he uttered, "Me too." He felt silly instantly because that could have meant he was happy that Kekoa was glad or that he was happy because he was there. He wanted to kick himself for being inarticulate at the worst possible moments.


  Kekoa smiled at him, perhaps reading his inner tirade or simply enjoying his company in this sacred place.


  Grr. This is the most stupid moment to have an argument with myself.


  "Place your offerings on the altar and display them inside the boule, first the fruits and then sprinkle the flowers over them." Kekoa traced one hand up and down Darien's back, soothing and encouraging at once. "Take your time and think about her."


  Darien worked on his oblation, remembering the exchange they had the previous night.


  "She was the goddess of passion and turmoil who evolved into the goddess of war."


  "That doesn't make any sense."


  "Don't we all fight for love at some point in our lives? It makes sense that passion and war became one and the same in the minds of our ancestors. Her presence lingers here. This is her planet. That is why we can't completely abandon or destroy it.


  “Legend says that in a ritualistic love-making obeisance for the goddess, General Kaweh discovered the five points to detroy an enemy inspired by the goddess’ wisdom: your orifices, your senses, your limbs, your head, your heart. Thus, the five temples were created to develop the knowledge to defeat our enemies. This happened when the the planet where your people originated from was still covered in lava and newborn, millions of years ago.


  "That is why your people or any other should not explore here. The information contained in these abandoned buildings can be used to conquer entire galaxies easily."


  Darien finished. The composition was lovely, and aside from the recall of their conversation, he felt a gentle pull toward the presence surrounding them, dotting his intention with the desire to please Meha.


  Kekoa put his hand over Darien's right shoulder. "It's perfect." Slowly threading along his shoulder and arm, Kekoa held his hand and pulled him a step behind. Once again, in that incomprehensible but melodic language, Kekoa waved his hands, still holding Darien's. A murmur-like wind zigzagging through many corridors encompassed them, and Darien followed Kekoa's line of vision upward. A dagger emerged from the breast of the goddess and descended in a surprisingly straight line in their direction. It landed quietly on Darien's open palm still held by Kekoa.


  With his other hand, Kekoa pronounced more incantations, and the cage released the jeweled beast. It floated until centered upon the boule containing Darien's offering. Fingers intertwined, their hands closed on the hilt of the dagger, they sliced the lizard-like sacrifice together. A liquid as transparent as crystalline water escaped from the wound, dripping over flowers and fruits and making them crackle as if an inner fire consumed them.


  "We give you the blood of a creature of the earth so you don't ask for ours, Mother, Queen, Owner."


  Darien remained speechless as the lizardesque animal settled over the other contents of the sacrificial bowl, and the entire oblation disintegrated inwardly, as if devoured by a black hole. A continuous crackling sound accompanied the vanishing, and the aroma of sunny valleys surrounded them.


  Hands still laced, they lifted their arms, releasing the dagger, which ascended in the same uncannily straight manner to the breast of the goddess, doing a one hundred and eighty degree rotation to disappear as it had appeared.


  Every pore of his body hummed, and Darien felt elated, renewed—as if what he'd just witnessed could clarify all the queries his soul had been harboring unbeknown to him.


  Kekoa chanted again, never losing the hold on Darien's hand. The boule returned to the pedestal, and the altar disassembled, its parts returning to the temple's walls.


  They'd done all this standing side by side, and now, Kekoa turned to face Darien with his entire body, holding both hands in his. Flashing cobalt eyes and sunrise-colored lips smirking with delight greeted Darien. "It would be a nice offering to make love at her feet."


  The whirlpool swallowing him became a groaned, "Yes."


  CHAPTER 9


  Kekoa undressed him with the same reverence he'd just used to offer a sacrifice to his deity. A presence Darien sensed thrumming within him as if he had adored her his whole life.


  Once both were naked, Kekoa covered every part of him with wet kisses, stopping to bestow special emphasis on his more tender and sensitive areas. Kekoa's hair trailed behind every kiss, enhancing the marvelous sensations. When Darien rested on his stomach and Kekoa finally kissed him between his cheeks with a playful lick into his hole, he knew what he really ought to offer.


  He arched his body seeking the guardian's face. Confused for a moment, Kekoa peered at him. Darien nodded, turning his body again to rest on his back and pulling Kekoa between his legs. "I need you inside me. I want to give this up at her feet. I feel it means something for you, for me, for her. I still don't know what, but I'm positive it's the right thing to do."


  "Our union is sacred. With each passing second, it is dawning on you more clearly. I can promise you eternal love, my mate; you just have to accept it."


  Darien relished the thickness of Kekoa's cock nestled between his cheeks, spreading, teasing, leaking. "Is that what I'm feeling? That we're mates and meant to be together."


  "Yes." Kekoa kissed him, biting his lower lip softly and laughing as Darien wrapped his legs around him.


  ****


  "There are no such things as coincidences," Kekoa told Darien, his chest ready to explode. His mate made an offering with him to his goddess, and she'd received it with open arms. Now, his explorer was about to give an even bigger oblation: his manhood. "With this we become equals, as one."


  "What I want exactly. Completely yours, completely mine." Darien's deep voice caressed him. His once vestal fragrance had turned into the piquant rumble of a sandstorm.


  Kekoa kissed his mate again and traveled south, marking the way with licks and more kisses, until he took Darien's cock in his mouth. Darien groaned and writhed happily, thrusting upward, desperate to give him more. Kekoa settled Darien comfortably over his lap. With one hand, he controlled the rigid cock massaging his lips and used the other to tease the still virgin cavity. His abundant fluids provided the perfect lubrication for the debut about to happen.


  Fiery curls swayed, and Darien grunted, "I cannot take this anymore; what are you waiting for?"


  "Say it," Kekoa chuckled, letting his cockhead breach the tight ring just a little more.


  "Sodding imploding byotch! Please, Kekoa, fuck me from here to Nova and back!"


  The potent order activated every atom of his being. "Aye, aye, my Captain." And, thus, Kekoa spiraled with his mate to the place where Oblivion and Bliss are entwined lovers.


  Darien moaned and groaned an incoherent litany; just a few words made sense to Kekoa. "Good … hard … mercy … forever."


  Minutes or eons later, Kekoa's body froze as Darien screamed his orgasm, twisting his cock with an intimate, muscled fist. Then he exploded, inundating his mate, white flashes blurring his vision. The solid walls of the temple vibrated with his own cry.


  Kekoa crumbled over Darien, exhausted and sated like never before in his six hundred years. Not even two simultaneous lovers had given him this ecstatic relief. The swirling energy signaling the union with his mate enveloped them. He rolled, pulling Darien with him and cradling the red head in his arms, the disheveled curls tickling his chin.


  On the verge of sailing to the land of dreams, Kekoa opened his eyes to give silent thanks to Meha.


  He could have sworn he saw the goddess smiling.


  CHAPTER 10


  The sixty-first day found them immersed in an idyllic trance. If a smidge of doubt had ever tried to dampen Darien's happiness, Kekoa's truthful kisses quickly chased it away. He prayed deep in his heart his family had given him up for dead and never tried to come back to Colvis.


  Being a son of a consul of the Federation, that hope was pure wishful thinking.


  "Masters, a starship of the Federation is hailing us." The voice of the head android hovered over their tangled limbs.


  Kekoa pulled Darien's now shoulder-length hair playfully. "Is it that day already?"


  "Ouch." Darien swatted Kekoa in an equally child-like manner. He sighed. "I was dreading this moment."


  "Send a confusion signal. That would give us time to be presentable," Kekoa ordered.


  "Yes, master."


  They dressed for war.


  ****


  Ben's scowl welcomed them. "Release my brother, you bastard." He could not see them holding hands out of the screen's range.


  "Your brother is not a prisoner."


  "I want to hear it from him," Ben spat, visibly offended. Fumes literally rose from his head.


  "Ben, this is my home now. We're mated." Darien gave his brother a don't you dare contradict me face.


  "Jamming asteroids, Darien; what is this mated nonsense? He's not even human!" Ben growled, frustrated. "What have you been inhaling?" He flailed his arms. "This is not normal. He has white hair, and you loathe that!"


  "Stop it. Turn around and let me be. We don't have to forget each other, but this is my place now." It hurt, but it would hurt more to lose Kekoa.


  Ben sighed, his entire demeanor changing. "I didn't want to resort to this, but you leave me no other option." He punched several controls on the panel in front of him. A hologram of Consul Muselet—their father—appeared.


  "Captain Muselet, this is not a request but an order of the Federation. You're to board Admiral Muselet's starship immediately, or we declare war on the individual holding you on Planet XZ345. The admiral has the complete fleet at his disposal to proceed in whichever manner he deems necessary."


  Darien shook his head. Kekoa's hand stroked his lower back, soothing him.


  "Please, little brother, don't do this," Ben pleaded. Darien knew that either way their relationship would never be the same again.


  "Give me a moment, Ben." Darien held his hand out and blurred the screen by punching a key. He turned to his mate. "We have the power to conquer galaxies in this planet, right?"


  "Yes." Kekoa nodded.


  "We can take the entire Federation Fleet down, right?"


  "Yes." Kekoa hugged him. "But that doesn't mean they would not keep coming."


  "I feel my duty is to you and Meha. You're my family now," Darien murmured, squeezing Kekoa.


  "Whatever decision you make, I'll stand by you." Kekoa kissed his nose, ruffling his hair.


  "I cannot let them destroy this planet. I promise I'll come back." Tears fought to surface, but Darien stood his ground.


  "I know you will. We will be together again." This time Kekoa covered his mouth, letting him know how much he needed him, how much he would miss him.


  "This is to save our home." Darien said it more to convince himself than Kekoa. He cleared the screen, aiming for nonchalant but failing miserably. "Send an effing transport to pick me up, you whore."


  Eons ago, I thought hara-kiri would be my worst outcome.


  Ben simply nodded with the saddest smile Darien had ever seen before.


  ****


  They teleported to the surface, holding hands until his transport arrived.


  Their lips met and locked in a kiss to last him a lifetime, enough to keep him going until he was able to return. "Kekoa Wana'ao, you're my mate, and I will fight until my last breath to be by your side again. This I promise. Take care of our home."


  Kekoa smiled with bright eyes, the dry wind of Colvis disheveling his hair. "Darien Muselet, you're my mate, and nothing in this universe could stop us from being together and happy again. This I promise. Your home will wait for you."


  Darien caressed the white hair he had learned to love so much, allowing Kekoa to ruffle his fiery locks one more time. He turned and began walking toward the transport's gate.


  The last words Darien heard from Kekoa's lips were: "Truly, a heart of gold."


  THE END
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  Finally our life was perfect. After years of just the two of us, we finally had our little girl. The three of us were now bonded in a way no one could ever break apart. We were a family. We were both exhausted from late nights and 3 a.m. feedings and he was the one who volunteered to run out for more diapers, but he should have been back by now.


  Then the phone rang.


  ~ Cheri
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  I WON'T LET GO


  by Anna Lee


  "Honey, we have a problem," Bryce called out.


  "What is it?" Aaron stepped into their daughter Maisy's bedroom. His husband was by the changing table; he was supposed to change her while he made a bottle. Another three a.m. feeding where he felt like a zombie, but it was worth it to have their little girl. He and Bryce had wanted a baby for so long and hadn't given up despite three failed surrogacy attempts. Maisy was their little miracle.


  Bryce buttoned up Maisy's pink onesie. "We're out of diapers."


  "Crap, I knew I should have picked some up after work. Sorry, babe."


  Lifting Maisy up Bryce pressed a kiss to their daughter's temple. "Not your fault. I forgot too." He gently passed their daughter into his arms. "Why don't you feed her and I'll run to CVS. By the time I get back we can change her then maybe get an hours sleep or so."


  "Okay." Aaron leaned over for a quick kiss. "Be careful and don't forget your phone."


  "Yes, Mom." Bryce rolled his eyes.


  "I'm serious." He shot his husband a mock glare. "Do you know the type of people that go out at this time?"


  "Desperate fathers?" Bryce's hazel green eyes were now twinkling with amusement.


  He huffed. "No… party goers trying to get home, drunks –"


  Pressing a finger to his lips, Bryce stopped him. "You worry too much." Bryce brushed the hair that always flopped over his eyes when he had bed-head back. "Feed Maisy, I'll be back before you know it."


  "Alright."


  Maisy clutched his shirt and let out a hungry cry. He cradled her to his chest, tilting his arm up so he could give her the bottle. She drank eagerly as he walked Bryce to the door. Watching his husband slip on his shoes and his favorite Angels sweatshirt he knew he shouldn't worry. It was just a quick diaper run and he didn't know why he was paranoid. Maybe it was because they were so happy, now that they were a family. Oh, it had been perfect before with just the two of them; they had a strong and loving marriage and Bryce really was his better half. With Maisy the three of them were now bonded though in a way no one could ever break apart.


  "Love you," he said with what he knew was a sappy grin as Bryce opened their front door.


  "Love you, too." Bryce returned the smile. "Both of you."


  His husband left and rather than sit Aaron began to slowly walk around. He knew if he rocked Maisy he would fall asleep with her. He hummed quietly and watched her drink her bottle. She was the spitting image of Bryce and a beautiful little girl. She had his wavy brown hair that curled at the ends, his hazel eyes, and a button nose. She even had dimples when she smiled, just like her Papa.


  Her eyes were closing by the time she had finished the bottle. He grabbed a cloth and burped her before laying her in her swing. She loved it; it was the best thing they had ever bought because it always put her to sleep. He set it on the lowest setting and turned on the lullabies then decided to search the room once more. Maybe he could find an extra diaper somewhere, change Maisy and tuck her in before Bryce got home. Then they could go curl up in bed and get some much needed sleep.


  He checked the crib's bottom drawers, the changing table – behind and below it – the dresser, and finally the closet. That's where he found success as a small package of diapers had been tucked away in one of the extra storage bins. He nearly cursed for not looking before. If he had Bryce wouldn't have had to leave. And come to think of it where was his husband?


  After a quick change and only a little protest Maisy fell back asleep in her swing so he ran to the bedroom and grabbed his cell off the nightstand. No missed calls. He wasn't sure what time exactly Bryce had left but he should have been back by now. He dialed his husband's number but there was no answer. He began to pace the hall as he tried twice more and still got no response. Finally he left a voicemail.


  "This is your worrywart. Maybe your phone died or whatever, but where are you, babe? You've been gone too long and it's freaking me out."


  He hung up and checked on Maisy when he heard the house phone ringing. He rushed to answer it, dread coiling in his stomach as a bad feeling hit him like a train. He sent out a silent prayer that Bryce was safe and sound wherever he was. "Hello?"


  "Honey, thank goodness," Bryce's voice sound pained and all wrong. "I tried calling your cell but got the busy signal."


  "What's happened?" Aaron clutched the phone tightly, his knuckles turning white. Holding his breath he managed to ask, "Are you all right?"


  "Yeah, I uh… someone stole our car," Bryce said, breaking off in a hitch. "I was getting in, y'know? Diapers in one hand and phone in the other to call you and this guy came outta nowhere. He had a gun, Aaron…"


  "Oh my god…" He felt his legs give out as the scenario played out in his head of that happening. He sank back against the counter trying to tell himself Bryce was okay, he was talking to him. He had to be fine, right? Was this was some crazy dream that he was going to wake up from?


  "I'm okay, shaken up but okay," Bryce broke through his terror with his voice. "He made me give him the keys and my wallet, threw my phone and shoved me then took off when an employee ran out."


  He pinched the bridge of his nose, tears building up at the thought that his husband could've been killed. What would he and Maisy have done? "Did he hurt you?"


  "No, but the police were called. I wanted to call you baby, but they made me give a statement and get checked out. I'm with an officer now, he's gonna drive me home."


  "I'll come get you," he decided, finding his strength and moving from the counter. His husband needed him and nothing was going to stop him from getting there.


  "It's too late to bring Maisy out," Bryce tried to argue.


  "I'll wrap her up like a mummy."


  "How is she?"


  "Fast asleep. I found extra diapers tucked away." He broke off, unable to speak for a moment. "You didn't even have to go."


  "I'm okay," Bryce repeated again, though he didn't sound like he was.


  "Not gonna believe that until I see you. Call me on my cell, so I can switch phones."


  "Yeah, okay."


  Aaron hung up the house phone, immediately answering his cell when Bryce called again. He went to their daughter's bedroom and, careful not to wake her, he picked her up and held his phone between his ear and shoulder as he got her pink car seat from the closet and strapped her in. His hands shaking he pulled open the dresser drawers. "Purple blankie with the ponies is the warmest, right?" he asked as he began searching for said blanket.


  "Yeah," Bryce agreed. "Aaron, listen to me. I know you're coming and I can't change your mind but you gotta take a deep breath, okay? I can't handle anything else going wrong tonight."


  Doing as instructed he took a deep breath and tucked the blanket around Maisy, letting her and Bryce calm him. He grabbed another blanket and draped it over the hood of the car seat, "I'm okay," he promised. "I'm driving with precious cargo," he added to make Bryce laugh. It worked too. "Don't worry, we'll be right there."


  "Can you stay on the phone?"


  "Lemme get my Bluetooth." He rushed to the bedroom, slipping on his sneakers and his navy blue hoodie, before grabbing his Bluetooth. He switched it on, located his keys and wallet, and then went back to get Maisy. Pulling the blanket aside he saw she was out like a light. Smiling he carried her out to their Escalade and made sure the car seat was secure in the base before getting in the SUV. He buckled his seat belt and put the key in the ignition. "'K, we're leaving. Be there in five if we don't hit any lights."


  "Take your time, I'm not going anywhere."


  "You said that when we first met," Aaron recalled as he pulled out of the driveway. Four years ago he had done some charity work for the local zoo to raise funds. He'd had a photo shoot with the most popular animals and the rarer ones as well. Bryce was the keeper for the lion cubs and he had taken shot after shot of him with the cubs, falling in love with how Bryce laughed and cuddled each one as they crawled all over the younger man. He remembered how Raja, the youngest cub, had wrapped his paws around Bryce's neck so he could purr in his ear and nuzzle him. That shot and the look of adoration on Bryce's face had made him wish the shoot would never be over. It had ended though but to his delight Bryce had accepted his offer for coffee and the rest as they say was history. He still had that photo too, hanging up in their hallway. "I'll never forget that day."


  "Neither will I."


  "I dunno what I would do without you, baby." He blinked back tears as he focused on the road and turned right at the stop sign.


  "I thought I was never going to see you and Maisy again," Bryce confessed. "I want you here so bad."


  "Almost there." Aaron cursed under his breath as he was forced to stop at the red light. He could see the CVS just ahead and he pulled himself together. Bryce needed him to be strong and needed comfort; he could fall apart later.


  It was only minutes until he pulled into the CVS parking lot but it felt like forever. He parked the Escalade next to the two police cars, spotting Bryce leaning against one. His breath caught as he saw a bandage wrapped around one of his husband's arms and he yanked open the door.


  As soon as he stepped out Bryce flew into his arms and Aaron lifted him up. He was a few inches taller and Bryce wrapped his arms and legs around him like a spider monkey. He held onto his husband tightly giving him a brief but lingering kiss, pleased when he saw the fear receding in Bryce's eyes.


  "You said you weren't hurt," he said in worry, glancing at his husband's arm.


  "That's nothing," Bryce brushed off. "Just a scrape when I fell, Raja has done worse playing. They made me get it tended to."


  Brushing a kiss to Bryce's temple he held him tightly, not wanting to let go. He thanked God that his husband was safe in his arms now. "I'm never letting you go on a late night diaper run again."


  Bryce chuckled but it was strangled. "I think I'm okay with that." His husband reached up to card his fingers through his unruly hair; he hadn't even bothered to brush it when he rushed out to get to him. "How's our baby?"


  "Doesn't have a clue how upset Daddy was," he admitted, "She's been asleep since I put her in the swing."


  "That always does the trick."


  "Yep."


  Reluctantly he let go as Bryce set his feet back on the ground. He opened the back door and Bryce leant in, pulling aside the blankets to see Maisy still asleep. "There's our little angel." He ran his fingertips across her cheek then kissed her nose.


  An officer approached them; he was bald with a busy red moustache and looked rather intimidating in his uniform.


  "You must be Mr. Sanders?" He gave them a kind smile and Aaron shook his hand. "I'm Officer Kirk."


  "Thank you, Officer, for everything."


  "You're welcome, I'm just glad Mr. Sanders is all right. Far too often these things go wrong," the officer admitted. "I only hope we find your car."


  Aaron wrapped his arm around Bryce's waist, tugging him close. "I don't care about the car. Bryce is all that matters."


  Smiling at him Bryce leaned into his side. "Babe, you've got your insurance stuff in the dashboard, right?"


  "If I can get that, y'all can be on your way," Officer Kirk told them. "I don't want to keep you with the little one in the car. You can come in to the station in the morning for paperwork and I'll call if we get any leads."


  "Thank you," Bryce said in gratitude. "Like my husband said, the car could be gone for all I care. I just want to go home with my family."


  "Of course," Officer Kirk said in understanding.


  Aaron gave Officer Kirk all the information he needed and after it was written down, he and Bryce got in the Escalade and drove home. He held Bryce's hand, their fingers intertwined as he drove. They talked quietly about their plans for the morning. They decided to take Maisy to Bryce's moms so they could go to the station together, Aaron was glad he made his own schedule and had nothing planned, he could spend the whole day with his husband. Bryce reminded him he had to go into work later that day to check on Kiara, she was due to have her cubs any day now. He was as excited as Bryce about that and was looking forward to getting some photos of the newborn cubs. After that they would pick up Maisy and spend the rest of the day with her, maybe even go out to dinner.


  When they got home Bryce wanted to carry Maisy and though he was concerned about his husband's arm Aaron let him. They went inside and he made sure the door was locked and the alarm was on as Bryce took Maisy out of her car seat and hugged her close. Maisy, though she didn't wake, clutched Bryce's shirt and snuggled into his chest.


  "You were right earlier, I didn't listen," Bryce admitted, voice cracking. "Maybe if I had been paying more attention…" A tear fell and Aaron moved over to his husband wrapping him and their daughter in his arms.


  "No, Bry, don't think like that." He ran his hand in soothing circles across his husband's back. "It happened and there's nothing you could've done differently. You're okay, that's all matters. I am going to be a real worrywart now though but that's just because I can't be without you."


  "Likewise." Bryce clung to them both. "I begged him, y'know? Told him I was married, that the diapers were for my baby…I just wanted to go home."


  "It's alright, we're home now," he whispered, kissing the side of Bryce's face. He could feel the tears in his eyes, hating that Bryce had begged for his life. He wished he could've taken his place. All he could do now though was comfort his husband and assure him he was safe. "Nothing's going to happen, I've got you honey."


  A shudder ran through Bryce's body. "I thought I was fearless taking care of lions but that was…" he broke off and his fingers dug into Bryce's shoulder but he didn't care."…terrifying…"


  "It's over now." He brushed his thumb under his husband's eye, wiping away the stray tear. "Let's get Maisy tucked in so we can get some rest and I can take care of you."


  "I've gotta cancel all our cards though."


  "Okay, I'll do that and you can put her to bed. How does that sound?"


  "That works." Bryce pulled back and gave him a small smile. "If it takes too long let's just do it in the morning, I'm ready to crash."


  "Shouldn't take me more than a few minutes." Aaron kissed his husband then walked with him to the hall where they split up. He went to the studio and booted up his computer, it didn't take him long to report Bryce's bank card stolen and one of their credit cards. The other had fraud alert and he would call them in the morning. Certain that would do for now he went in search of his husband.


  Bryce was standing over the crib watching Maisy sleep. He stepped up behind him, wrapping his arms around his husband's waist. "Ready to go to bed?"


  Tearing his gaze away Bryce nodded and Aaron led him from their daughter's room, turning on the baby monitor and night light before they left. They kicked off their shoes at the bedroom door and tossed their sweaters on the nearby chaise allowing him to get a better look at Bryce's arm. It was lightly wrapped in gauze and he could see spots of blood which made his heart clench. Carefully he cradled Bryce's arm in his hands, kissing each finger, wrist and elbow as if he could heal it with his touch. He wished he could, he knew until it healed, Bryce would be restricted at work to avoid infection or making it worse if the animals got too playful and that would be a big disappointment to his husband, as he loved his work.


  "I'm so sorry," he breathed against Bryce's skin. "I wish I had gone."


  "I don't." Bryce cupped his chin. "I wouldn't have wanted you to go through that." He clasped their hands together. "C'mon, I just wanna curl up with you and forget this happened."


  "Me too." Moving together they climbed into bed after he put his phone, wallet and keys on the night stand. "You sure you don't need a Motrin or something?"


  "I just need you right now." Bryce curled into his side, and Aaron pulled the comforter around them, then intertwined their legs together so they were touching from head to toe. Bryce snuggled closer, resting his head in the crook of his shoulder, Aaron always felt like they slotted together like two pieces of a puzzle. Bryce found that niche he fit in and settled comfortably in his embrace.


  Tilting Bryce's chin up, he kissed his husband tenderly. "God, if we weren't so tired I'd make love to you."


  "I'm holding you to that later." Bryce gave him an affectionate look.


  There was that look he adored, that made his heart skip a beat. God, he was so in love with him. The urge to kiss his husband was overwhelming, to show Bryce how much he needed him, how relieved he was. He needed that reassurance as well, to feel Bryce's touch, to know it really was okay. "I know you're tired but I just want to kiss you right now."


  "Never going to say no to that," Bryce said with a soft smile as he rested his forehead against Aaron's. "Kiss me, make it all go away, baby."


  He pressed kisses to Bryce's forehead, eyelids, nose, and along his jaw feeling the stubble against his lips. Cupping the back of Bryce's head and bringing him even closer, he nipped gently on his husband's lower lip. Bryce's fingers tangled in his hair as they pressed their lips together until they needed to breathe.


  "Better?" he breathed against Bryce's lips.


  "Much," Bryce said in contentment. "Don't stop though, please."


  With a content sigh he kissed Bryce again, parting his husband's lips and gently sliding inside with his tongue, tasting him and his unique flavor. He pulled back only to have Bryce delve more intimately into his mouth, tongues tangling as they explored, tracing teeth and hitting hot spots.


  He moaned happily, savoring the taste and feel of his husband. He could never get enough of him and he loved how everything else faded away; there was only the two of them and the kisses they shared.


  Bryce's hands ran down his side and tugged at the hem of his shirt. "Don't care about sleep," he moaned. "Need you, Aaron."


  He would never say no to his husband when he pleaded like that and besides he needed him too. He let Bryce tug off his shirt then returned the favor, tossing both shirts aside. He flung aside the covers and straddled Bryce's hips. Bracing himself on his forearms he leaned over his husband, gazing lovingly down at Bryce as their lips crushed together in a hungry kiss.


  Bryce's hands slipped into his sleep pants, squeezing his ass and grinding up so their cloth-covered cocks brushed together. Just from kissing his husband he was half-hard and aching. "Need you so much," Aaron said huskily. He peppered Bryce's face with kisses. "Just like this, okay?"


  "Yes," Bryce curled his hand around Aaron's neck holding him close as he drew him in for a soft and languid kiss. He ran his fingers through the hairs on his neck. "Slow and gentle, just like this is perfect." He thrust gently against Aaron and gave him a tender smile.


  He moaned, rolling his hips and causing Bryce to cry out as well. "You feel so good," he breathed.


  "So do you," Bryce said, voice thick with passion. "I want to feel you, gotta get rid of these pants."


  Pushing himself up on his knees for a moment he lifted up so Bryce could pull his pants down and then he managed to kick them off as Bryce wiggled beneath him getting his own sleep pants down to his thighs as his thick cock sprang free, already leaking.


  His mouth watered at the sight of what he really wanted to taste and feel Bryce in his mouth. To swallow him down and have come, crying his name as he gave him pleasure and made him feel good. He stopped Bryce from moving by gripping his hips and slid down his body, his lips kissing the tip of his husband's cock as soon as he reached his destination. He planted a trail of kisses down Bryce's cock then licked from the root to the tip, before taking the head in his mouth and licking the slit, tasting the salty pre-come.


  "More please," Bryce begged. His hands flew to Aaron's head, fingers tugging on his hair as he tried to arch up for more.


  Pulling back with a wet pop, he kissed Bryce's thigh. "Gonna make you feel so good, honey. Just let go and I'll take care of you."


  "Yes, please. Please."


  Slowly he swallowed Bryce to the base, nuzzling into the hairs there and breathing in the musky scent that was just Bryce. He moved back up to lap at the slit and taste the thick pre-come once more before he started sucking greedily wanting Bryce to come so he could taste more. He pressed one hand to Bryce's hip to keep from choking as his husband held on, his knees digging into his sides as Bryce wrapped around him and began thrusting up as he sucked him down.


  Bryce threw his head back, screwing his eyes shut in pleasure and he watched, pleased that his husband was letting himself go.


  It wasn't long until moans of pleasure and pleas to let him come were falling from Bryce's lips. Cupping Bryce's balls with one hand he stroked them gently then trailed further down to tease his husband's entrance.


  "So good, so close," Bryce panted.


  Aaron looked up, locking gazes with Bryce and humming as he smiled around his mouthful. He knew it wouldn't be long now. He felt Bryce's cock swelling in his throat and when he stroked his husband's balls they tightened.


  It was only a matter of minutes before Bryce came with a soft cry. "Aaron!" He thrust upward into Aaron's mouth as he came, spurting hot liquid down his throat which he swallowed greedily until Bryce was completely dry. Only then did he let him go.


  Crawling back up his husband's body he let Bryce pull him in for a kiss, sharing his taste with him. Bryce looped his arms around his neck, holding him in place.


  Breaking the kiss, Aaron rocked his hard cock against Bryce's thigh. His husband looked stunning beneath him, skin flushed, eyes hazy with pleasure, a sated smile, and covered in sheen of sweat. He looked like he didn't have a care in the world which was just what he had wanted. "So beautiful," he breathed.


  Bryce's smile grew brighter. "So are you." His husband hooked one leg over his waist after kicking off his pants. "What do you want?"


  He knew he should be selfless, because it truly had been about Bryce and making him feel good yet he couldn't help but be desperate for his own release. To feel good with Bryce and fall asleep sated with him. "Touch me," he begged, thrusting harder against Bryce's thigh. "Just touch me and I'll lose it."


  "I love that I make you that crazy." Bryce unwrapped one arm from around his neck then teasingly ran his hand between their bodies, until he reached Aaron's cock. He could feel it leaking onto Bryce and his whole body was coiled tightly ready to fall over the edge into pleasure.


  "You do, baby." He locked gazes with his husband. "Please, I need to come."


  Bryce's calloused and long fingers wrapped around his shaft. "Let go for me."


  Aaron cried out as Bryce touched his cock, and he couldn't hold back. It was too much. He came just as Bryce pumped him, ropes of pearly semen coating his husband's hand and groin. "Bry!" Biting Bryce's shoulder, he rocked his body against his husband's as his orgasm tore through him leaving him feeling boneless.


  He rolled slightly so they were lying side by side, tangled up together with their hearts pounding and chests heaving. Bryce snuggled up like he had done before. Aaron reached for a discarded shirt and cleaned them up a little before throwing it away. Bryce then helped him pull the comforter back around them as they had kicked it aside in their lovemaking.


  Burying his face in Bryce's hair, he rested his hand over Bryce's heart. "I love you, so much."


  "I love you, too." Bryce kissed his shoulder and Aaron was happy to feel his husband relax completely. Slowly his breathing evened out and his eyes closed as he gave into sleep.


  He watched Bryce barely able to keep his eyes open himself, but not wanting to give into sleep just yet. He wanted to just hold his husband and thank his lucky stars that the night had not gone horribly wrong and he hadn't lost Bryce, who made him whole. His happiness, his life, and everything he held dear in this world was wrapped up right there and in the next room. He was grateful that he still had it all. Next time he got that paranoid feeling he would hold onto his husband and not let him out of his sight.


  Careful not to disturb Bryce he reached over to switch off the bedside lamp and had almost fallen asleep when his cell began ringing. He answered quickly not wanting Bryce to wake. "Hello?"


  "Mr. Sanders, this is Officer Kirk."


  "Oh, did you find our car?"


  "A fellow officer did. I'm afraid the car sustained quite a bit of damage when the suspect wrapped it around a tree when he gave chase."


  "And what happened to him?" Aaron wondered, trying to keep the anger out of his voice.


  "Sustained minor injuries and will be in custody by the morning," Officer Kirk assured. "I just thought you should know. Your husband will need to go on record and identity him so we can charge him."


  "Of course, whatever you need to put him behind bars." He hoped that the bastard rotted in there for trying to take away his life.


  "He will be in there for a long time, count on that."


  "Good." He breathed a sigh of relief. "Thank you for contacting me, Officer."


  "Not a problem, I hope you have a good night."


  "And you." He disconnected the call as Bryce stirred.


  "Who was that?" Bryce's hand tightened on his hip.


  "They caught him, baby. Car's a mess but he's in custody."


  "Thank god," Bryce breathed, his voice thick with sleep. "Tomorrow is going to suck, seeing him again…"


  "I'll be right there." Aaron ran his fingers through his husband's hair, scratching his scalp lightly as he knew Bryce liked it. "We'll get through it."


  "Together," Bryce agreed, falling back to sleep on his shoulder.


  "Always. Rest Bry, I've got you." He snuggled closer to his husband.


  "You'll never let go," Bryce whispered.


  "Never," he swore as he gave into sleep once more. Tomorrow was going to be a difficult day but they would get through it. He would be right beside Bryce, helping him put this nightmare behind them so they could move forward and get back to their beautiful life.


  THE END


  Author bio: Anna Lee graduated from the University of California Riverside with a Bachelor's Degree in Creative Writing. Living with a disability, she has overcome many challenges and puts her passion for life and love into her writing. She lives with her family and dogs and enjoys writing late into the night. When she isn't writing Anna enjoys chasing her nieces and nephew or chatting with her friends about her favorite books and TV shows.


  Her debut novel As Time Goes By was published by MLR Press in July, 2011. Her second novel The Prince of Galerir will be released later this year.


  You can contact Anna at her Website or you can Tweet her @annalee59 . Please come visit or chat!


  ****


  


  Want more?
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